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An Introduction to Four Shanghai
Artists of the 19th Century

AS

As the late Qing dynasty continued to decline in the 19th century, formalism preoccupied
Chinese art circles and the trend of “copying and returning to the ancients”, propagated by the
so-called “Four Kings” and the Classicists, led artists ever further down a narrow and desolate
alley. Paintings became increasingly superficial and insubstantial. .

However, during this same period, due to particular social conditions, art thrived in the port
city of Shanghai. Four artists — Ren Xiong, Ren Xun, Ren Yi and Ren Yu — were amongst the
most influential artists of that time.

1. The Social Background

Beginning in the 18th century, backward modes of production had seriously restricted social
progress. Peasants uprisings and power-struggles within the ruling class further weakened the
country. National defence was in tatters.

In 1840, Britain started the Opium War with China on the pretext of protecting free trade. The
defeated Qing dynasty was forced to sign the Nanjing Treaty, which leased out Hong Kong and
opened up Shanghai, Fuzhou, Xiamen, Ningbo and Guangzhou to trade. The Opium War turned
over a new leaf in modern Chinese history.

In order to prize open China’s door yet further, the world’s major powers initiated the allied
Anglo-French invasion of China, the Sino-French War, the Sino-Japanese War of 1894-1895 and
the Eight-Power Allied Forces invasion of 1900 in succession. China thus became a semi-feudal,
semi-colonial country.

Foreign invasions profoundly changed this ancient country. As early as the 17th and 18th
centuries, capitalism had begun to appear in southern China’s Yangzhou and Suzhou and, if the
above-mentioned invasions had not occurred, China would have gradually become a capitalist
country. But the incursion of foreign capital largely destroyed the feudal relations of production,
resulting in the collapse of both China’s self-contained, natural economy and the country’s urban
and domestic handicraft industry. This prepared a raw material and labour market for the
development of capitalism. On the other hand, a commodity economy began to emerge in China
and the coastal cities developed rapidly. Shanghai was a good example.

Shanghai was originally a small town on the lower reaches of the Yangtze River and the west
bank of the Huangpu River. The old part of the town is in today’s southern district, which was
then called Shanghai County. Shanghai County was first established in the Yuan dynasty, and it
belonged to the Song Jiang Prefecture. According to historical records, during this time, “Trade
prospered; the population grew, and the region was rich in resources.” It became famous in south
China. ,

Economic development helped vitalize the local culture. In the Yuan dynasty, many artists, such
as Wen Riguan, Ren Renfa, Cao Zhibai and Fang Congyi, all made their homes here, bringing with
them various painting styles. After Emperor Zhu Yuanzhang of the Ming dynasty established his




