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Everlasting Beauty Sadne Chang
of Dunhuang

20th-Century Chinese art master

Dunhuang, an art treasury hidden in the desert, has enthralled people with its unique charm since it
was discovered by the French Sinologist Paul Pelliot about a century ago. They flooded into the place
for different purposes: common people came to get a glimpse of its mystery, pious Buddhists to pay
homage to its sacred Buddhist scriptures, devoted artists to make copies of the brilliant images,
diligent scholars to study the historical stories Safeguarded and promoted by several generations of
“Dunhuang people” represented by Mr. Chang Shuhong. Dunhuang, a colossal world with significant
art treasures, has benefited numerous visitors from all over the world. For these guardians, what they
have tended is not only a historic site, but a holy land of civilization and the soul of our nation.

Saéne Chang, daughter of Chang Shuhong who is known as “The Guardian of Dunhuang”, has
followed in her father's footsteps to preserve and promote Dunhuang art, and become an “master of
art design” in her long art career, which also makes her different from her father. Meanwhile, she is an
art educator who has spent decades teaching arts and crafts. She is honored as a Grand Master for
her noble spirit and great accomplishments,

On the occasion of Mrs. Chang's 86 birthday, we organize the exhibition for people to enjoy the
flowing lines, gorgeous colors and elegant scenes presented in her artworks, which shed light on her
uniqgue life experience, her special mission of art endowed by our time, and her art career from an all-
around and stereoscopic perspective.

Mrs. Chang Saéne was born in Lyon, France, with her parents being artists. In her childhood, she
developed her interest in art under the influence of her parents and their peers migrating to France
in the same period. She was deeply impressed by their expressing mood with different colors and
brushstrokes in a delicate manner. According to her, Saéne is not only a name, but also a kind of
metaphor with some implications, which has even influenced her whole life imperceptibly. Though
originally used to commemorate the place where she was born, her name “Saéne” has got new
meanings since her father took the whole family all the way to Dunhuang in 1943. Embraced by the
yellow sand, the blue sky and multiple forms of art in Dunhuang, she opened a new chapter of her
youth and life.

Sadne early reproduction works of Dunhuang murals present special meanings due to her unique
practicing experience. The harsh living conditions in Dunhuang and the high-spirited pursuit of art
from her father and other artists helped her develop a down-to-earth yet flexible style in her works,
the former deriving from her predecessors’ trailblazing spirit for creation, and the latter from her
inherent characteristic of creativity. Looking at the dazzling costumes in her “Female Donator”,
the flowing lines in "Dancer”, the calm look in the “8-armed and 11-faced Avalokitesvara”, and the
massive painting structure, colossal deity groups and intricate decorative patterns in her large-scale
reproduction work “Sutra on the Contemplation of Buddha Amitayus”, it is hard for us to believe that
most of these works were created when she was only 14-17 years old. In her six years of copying
works in Dunhuang, she had been persistent in her upbeat spirit, despite the changes in her family
and the hardships in life. She wrote in The Yellow Sand and the Blue Sky: Memoirs of Chang Sadne:
“Every day | waited for the ‘Centipede Ladder' and climbed down through it into the caves to do my
reproduction work with excitement. At that time there was no door in the caves and the entrance faces
east so that the morning sunshine could directly glow in the multi-colored murals. | cast myself into
the world of painted statues of Buddhas and Avalokitesvaras, murals depicting Buddhist stories, and
a dazzling array of patterns on caisson ceilings... | was totally indulged in that world...” Undoubtedly,
such painting experience will be unforgettable. With her thoughts roaming in the glamorous paradise
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and the pure reality, the aspiration and inspiration deep in her heart was activated by the profound
art world in Dunhuang, and made her pour out her inner feelings through painting brushes. The
presentation of her innate gift highlights her unique appreciation of romanticism and beauty in art,
and has been further developed in her following years of art design practice.

At present, we have preserved a wealth of manuscripts and drawings of Dunhuang patterns rendered
by Sadéne Chang since the 1950s. In the eyes of Chang as a master of art design, multiple patterns
can be extracted from Dunhuang murals. She has keen eyes for beauty, allowing her to spot, explore
and excerpt the delicate patterns depicted in the figures' headdress, accessories and costume as
well as those in the canopies, bricks and carpets of buildings in the murals. They present a truthful
picture of the achievements in decorative art design in different historical periods, which, via the
process of Mrs. Chang, can be regarded as a whole of lines and colors and provoke fresh new
inspirations for decorative art design. Besides, the patterns of plants, birds and animals nestling
in the complex scenes are also brought out in an independent form and show the vigor of life in a
lively manner. Carrying her father's hope, Mrs. Chang has got a glimpse of ancestors’ lifestyle and
outstanding wisdom of decoration in her reading, started from the Dunhuang art, and turned the
simple copying work into comprehensive creation. In light of the demand in modern art design, she
had led groups of workers in the field to spread the spirit of Dunhuang art in a ceaseless way.

If we say Chang Shuhong got a full understanding of the nobility of traditional Chinese art,
Zhang Dagian grasped the essence of green landscape painting, and Dong Xiwen developed an
appreciation of ethnic painting in Dunhuang, then it is fair to say that Chang Sabéne has spotted the
elegance and dignity of the classical art as well as the richness and diversity of the decorative art.
She followed her father to return from the old Western city of Rome to Dunhuang, a sacred land of art
which was used to be glorious. For her, it was her father's choice that has Changed her life. However,
this is attributed not only to art itself, but also to the selfless spirit of being unswervingly devoted to
art, to people, and to the nation.

As one of the first generation of decorative art designers trained in New China, Chang Sabne has
served our country with great piety as what predecessors did in the creation of Dunhuang art. She
has incorporated Dunhuang artistic elements in her design of the architectural decoration in the Great
Hall of the People, the Cultural Palace of Nationalities, the Capital Theatre, and Beijing Exhibition
Centre, and the design of the national-level present “Forever Blooming Bauhinia" sculpture. The time
required her design to be different from foreign design theories and forms and even from traditional
Chinese patterns. This is a new style belonging to New China: integrating both classical elements
and the spirit of the new era; incorporating both national features and international vision. According
to Mrs. Chang, to create national, scientific, and people-oriented artworks, a principle for art creation
proposed by Premier Zhou Enlai, refers to the “coherence” of Chinese art, which is a national element
deeply rooted in the blood of our people. Such achievements in design characteristic of spirits of
the times and features of romanticism carry the aesthetical aspiration and pursuit of value of Chang
Sabéne and her peers, shining in the temple of art of New China.

As time passes by, Mrs. Chang always remains her passion for "beauty”. She feels excited about
beautiful things and marvels at the wonderful life. What makes it more admirable is that she can turn

this into a driving force for her creation and translate it into brilliant paintings.

Since the 1960s, Mrs. Chang has created a large number of water-color and gouache paintings
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of flowers. Be it in her work day, spare time, or holiday, she can paint the flowers as they exhibit
another source of inspiration for her design: nature. She holds that to learn art, one should study
from traditions and nature, and it is nature that provides her with inspirations for presenting beauty.
According to her, her flower paintings show the purity of nature, record her thoughts, and mirror her
love for natural beauty. Incorporating the delicacy and sensitivity unique to the female, her flower
paintings feature an elegant and calm style, consisting with the artist's pursuit of beauty. The purity of
such art deeply impresses people and contains Mrs. Chang's love and treasure for life.

Absorbing the merits from Dunhuang art and nature, Mrs. Chang has developed her unique artistic
style with her unsophisticated attitude, exquisite technique and noble spirit. She has dedicated
herself to the field of Dunhuang art and art design, contributing to preserving, continuing and
promoting Dunhuang art, as well as carrying forward and invigorating traditional Chinese culture and
art. During her days of working as director of the former Central Academy of Arts & Design, she had
intensified efforts to incorporate traditional pattern design and new decorative art design, blazing the
trail for teaching and development of China’s arts and crafts. And her artistic theories and practices
have provided valuable recourses for the development of the discipline.

At the tim of Mrs. Chang's 86th birthday in 2017, the National Art Museum of China (NAMOC) and
the Tsinghua University jointly organize the “Everlasting Beauty of Dunhuang: 20th-Century Chinese
art Master Sadéne Chang". As part of the “NAMOC Donation and Collection Exhibitions 2017", the
exhibition has won generous support from the Tsinghua University, Dunhuang Research Academy,
Saéne Chang and her family. What's more, Mrs. Chang decides to donate 24 of her classic works
to our nation which will be in permanent collection of NAMOC. Among them, there are five of her
early reproduction works in Dunhuang represented by the “Sutra on the Contemplation of Buddha
Amitayus”, and they marked the beginning of her career and present the source of inspiration for her
classical art style. Besides, there are 18 sketches of flowers which display her love for natural life
forms, and one more work “Manjusri Bodhisattva Transformation” that was of special value as it was
particularly painted by Mrs. Chang for this event. It is admirable that the 86-year-old artist picked up
her painting brushes to create a fine artwork for the national-level museum and present the artistic
charm of Dunhuang murals, which also reflects her attention and support to the national art collection
course. With such grand vision and ambition, she set a good example for us.

Dunhuang, a shining pearl on the Silk Road, connects the East and the West, the ancient and the
modern. Nowadays, the blossoming of art is making this place of economic and cultural significance
for the "Belt and Road” more elegant, and the National Art Museum of China, a temple of art in
parallel with Dunhuang, more invigorated.

Wish the exhibition a full success!

Wu Weishan

Director of the NAMOC
March 2017
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