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Preface

In the early part of the twentieth century when Chinese art entered into its
modern stage of development there arose an undoubtedly key figure — Xu
Beihong. To redress the malpractice then prevelant among the painting
circle, of desparately clinging to and blindly copying after the set patterns,
and to check the deteriorating trend, Xu Beihong, with dauntless courage,
great wisdom and profound learning typical of outstanding intellectuals,
merged the exquistite western realistic painting techniques with traditional
Chinese paintings, thus opened up a wide road for the innovation of the
traditional art. As a result, he was acclaimed as "Father of Modern Chinese
Paintings’ by international arts critics for the pivotal role he had played in
the Chinese arts circle.

Born in Yixing, a city noted for its long lists of renouned writers and
scholars, Xu Beihong, ever since his childhood, had learned poetry,
calligraphy, painting and seal engraving from his father, which placed him
on a solid foundation for his grasp of the cultural tradition. As early as in
1918 when he was working as a tutor at the Institute of Painting Techniques
of Peking University, he already became a prominent advocator of
innovation among the painting circles during the New Culture Movement.
From 1919 to 1927 he worked hard at Western paintings for eight long years
with a view to reviving Chinese arts. After much careful consideration he
explored deep and wide and absorbed the best while discarding the inferior.
Finally he succeeded in mastering the solid modelling of the classicists, the
striking sense of motion by the Romanticists, the keen insight into nature by
the Realistists and the application of light and colour by the Impressionists.
As a result of his hard work, the nine oil paintings he presented to the
France National Exposition of Fine Arts were all accepted, which not only
demonstrated the preeminence of the Chinese painters, but also left much
for their French counterparts to admire. Having grasped the essence of the
Western painting techniques, he immediately came back to China. From
then on he busied himself with establishing a systematic and scientific fine
arts educational system. In the meantime, he created a host of rich and
entising works to demonstrate his sound-based artistic road of combinging
Chinese and Western painting techniques. In the late 1920’s and early 1930’s,
he finished his epic works "Tian Heng and His 500 Warriors",
"Expectancies’, which formed the corner stone of Chinese oil paintings by
using exquisite techniques no inferior to the Western painters’ and by
conveying an intimate gracefulness typical of Chinese paintings. Because he
could paint with great ease whatever came to his mind, the beauty of
solidness and vagueness unique to Chinese paintings sprang naturally into
his pictures. The outlines painted with the subtle application of cold colours,
while conveying a sense of the air, impress people with a singularly external
beauty, for the vivid landscapes in the drawings seem to be ringing with a
fortitude. With regard to his sketches, they highlighted the Chinese painters’
skills in applying the lines: the grey tones seemingly transparent and fluid,
conveying an indefinite taste, cause great admiration on the part of
numerous Western spectators. Xu Beihong delved into Western paintings
with a clear aim in mind — serving the needs of the Orient. His broad vision
and talented creative works are manifested in every aspect of his paintings.
In painting people, he was the first to bring in the fully depicted human
bodies, so that the expressiveness of the picture is immensely enhanced. The
perfect combination of the varied and flexible lines with the hazy splendour
in his works enriched Chinese paintings in the way of transmitting the sense
of size and space. In Xu Beihong's works " Portrait of Li Yinquan',
"Tagore’, "Jiu Fanggao' and "Sichuan Folk Drawing Water’ he made use
of his marvelous painting brush to bring out the personalities of his
characters and their inner-most emotions, so lively and real as if they are all
ready to step down at your call. His other work "The Foolish Old Man who

Removed Mountains’, depicting the figure with the momentum of an
avalanche, unsurmountable dignity and sweeping power, is in fact an ode to
the tenacity of the Chinese nation. This picture of his, with its romantic
techniques, its striking symbolism and its admirable modelling of figures and
scenes, represents a milestone in the development of traditional Chinese
paintings. Xu Beihong is also famous far and near for his talents of paint.ing
animals. By virtue of his extraordinary ability to analyse, to use perspective
and to memorize images, he is skillful in snatching the most expressive
moment of the animals’ movements, successfully depicting the swift elegance
of the cat, the pure honesty of the ox, the bustle of the goose and the mighty
posture of the eagle in flight. In addition, he pioneered new techmiques of
expressing emotions and exploiting symbolism, which are unique to
traditional Chinese paintings. Under his painting brushes, the crowing
rooster in a storm, the struggling lark, the injured but dignified lion, all are
imbued with an uncontrollable passion of the painter and his longing for the
rejuvenation of his nation. The galloping horses speeding for bright
prospects are considered to have " discarded the time-honoured appearances
of the horses drawn’. This masterpiece of his, as a symbol of Chinese
paintings, appears in many parts of the world and represents a peak in
Chinese fine arts.

Xu Beihong's paintings invariably sing the songs of the creative spirit. With
his wonderous painting brush in his hand, he made ingenious use of Chinese
and Western painting materials and borrowed from the strong points of
Chinese and Western techniques so that whatever he drew —even a flower,
a blade of grass, a single tree or a rock, is full of the master’s originality and
unique fascination. When he drew a wintersweet, he first spread the ink
over a piece of grey paper to make an outline of its trunk; then marked out
the petals by using some white powder, hence producing a sense of purity
and elegance. When he painted a bamboo, he did it with a coir brush used
mainly drawing huge oil paintings, successfully bringing out the sense of
firmness. He was expert in using water colours and ink to stain large patches
on paper and then sketched deftly on them with thick black ink, producing
the effect of water clashing against jagged rocks. By varying the ink water
and leaving some blank white spaces, he ingeniously made out the moon
light and shadows of trees. When painting " Spring Drizzle over the Li Jiang
River', he first poured ink on paper to melt the lines, and then began to
paint black inky patches to bring the superb scenery into life, thus breaking
fresh ground in Chinese landscape painting.

Xu Beihong dedicated all his life to the rejuvenation of Chinese paintings.
On the other hand, he took indefinite pains to develop China’s education in
fine arts. He Valued talents and did all he possibly could to bring them up,
so that a galaxy of top-flight painters have formed the backbone of China’s
fine arts education today. Accordingly, he is esteemed as "the Bo Le of the
Painting Circle’— the talents scout. His lofty character, just like his
outstanding artistic accomplishments, has an esteemable, far-reaching
significance. Facts show that he is respected by many: art critics in Taiwan
acclaim him as "a shining pearl in the innovation of Chinese paintings”
Newspapers published by Chinese-Americans hailed him as "Saint of

Chinese Paintings’.

This picture album has selected Xu Beihong's representative works in
different periods of his life as well as some of his pictures of daily life. It is
thus published to commemprate his centennial birthday; meanwhile, we
wish to express our sincere cherishing memory to this great master of the

painting circle.
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Xu Beihong:
His Life in Art

Liao Jingwen

Xu Beihong was born on 19 July
1895 at Jitingqiao, a village fifteen
kilometres west of LLake Tai in the
county of Yixing in the south-eastern
Chinese province of Jiangsu. The
area around Lake Tai is renowned
not only for its scenic beauty, but
also for its cultural heritage.
Generations of painters, poets and
men of learning had congregated
there, making the area rich in artistic
and literary associations. It is also
rich in the lore of historical
personages and heroic exploits.
Known as the pottery capital of
China, Yixing is the home of the
famous ceramic ware of that name.
Tradition has it that when Fan Li
(fifth century BC), a trusted official
of King Gou Jian of Yue, resided in
Yixing, he earned his living from
making pots with the so-called purple
clay of the locality. A famous site in
Yixing is the Flood Dragon Bridge,
reputed to be the very spot where
the third-century General Zhou Chu
slew the mythical dragon, ridding the
local populace of the cause of storms

and floods.

Xu Beihong’s father, Xu Dazhang,
was a painter, calligrapher and seal
carver. He was also well versed in
Chinese literature. Of all his
accomplishments painting was his
forte, and he excelled equally in
landscapes, figures as well as birds
and flowers. Some idea of his
character can be gained from the

legends of the seals he carved for
himself: they express his love of the
simple life, his enjoyment of studying
and painting, and his eschewal of
fame and fortune. Xu Dazhang
exercised a profound influence on his
son, and it was his dedication to art
that propelled Xu Beihong to
becoming a painter.

From the age of six, Xu Beihong was
tutored in reading and writing by his
father. When he was ten, he was
taken on a trip upriver to Liyang.
The passing scenery inspired Xu
Beihong to compose a poem which
won him local reputation as a child
prodigy. At the age of nine, having
finished studying the Four Books
and Zuo Zhuan, Xu Beihong began
to take painting lessons from his
father. His daily assignment was to
copy an architectural of figural
painting by Wu Youru, the greatest
book illustrator of the late Qing
period. Wu's skill was such that he
was able to depict within a small area
pavilions and buildings; animals,
birds, insects and fish; unusual plants
and exotic flowers; even battalions of
troops and cavalrymen.

Whenever Xu Beihong accompanied
his father to town, he would visit a
painting shop in order to see works
by Shitao, Bada Shanran, Ren
Bonian and other masters. Upon
returning home he would paint from
memory copies of what he had seen.

Thanks to his father’s steady
guidance and the contact with works
by avant-garde artists of the past, Xu
Beihong was able to lay a firm
foundation in his Chinese painting. ;

During his childhood and
adolescence, he had few playmates
and few toys. He developed a
passionate interest in the animals and

fowl which he saw around him: the
docile water buffalo, the prancing ,
horse, the quacking goose, the ducks |
swimming in a flock, the cat dozing

in a corner or frolicking from branch

to branch...All these he would

observe with keen interest and paint

with an arresting life-likeness.

When Xu Beihong was thirteen years

old, a serious flood devastated his

village, leaving his father no choice

but to make a living elsewhere.

Taking Xu Beihong with him, Xu ‘
Dazhang moved away. Father and |
son began to earn a living from

painting figure compositions,

landscapes, flowers and animals, ,
from carving seals, and from writing

couplets. At that time photography

existed only in large cities, while

there was a demand for painted

portraits in the smaller cities and

towns. This experience in portrait

painting was of vital importance to

the development of the young Xu

Beihong and proved to be a positive
contribution to his later achievement

in figure painting.

The life of the itinerant artists also
brought Xu Beihong into close
contact with the working classes,
making him aware of their plight and
concerned with their well-being. He
was also acutely concerned with the
political and social conditions in
China. Two seals that he affixed on
many paintings of this period bear
the legends Shenzhou Shaonian
(Young Man of China) and Jiangnan
Pinxie (Poor Knight-errant of

Jiangnan), which testify to his



commitment to China and his
identification with the cause of the

underprivileged.

Early in his career, Xu Beihong
began to explore new styles of
painting. In those days there was a
brand of cigarettes called "Bandit”
which, as a promotion gimmick,
came with cards illustrated with
animals, each tin containing a
different picture. Xu Beihong liked
to collect these pictures and he would
copy each animal picture with the
attention of doing a still life.
Reproductions of masterpieces of
Western paintings, when he came
into possession of them, awoke in Xu
Beihong a desire, albeit vague at
first, to go to Europe to study art
there. It was, however, a wish that
had no possibility of becoming reality
then, for the rigours of the itinerant
life had seriously undermined the
health of Xu Dazhang, and the two
wandering artists had to return to
their villlage.

At seventeen, Xu Beihong was
already a well-known painter in
Yixing, and he taught at three
institutions: the Yixing Normal
School for Girls, Pengcheng Middle
School and Shiqi Primary School. At
nineteen, after the death of his
father, Xu Beihong decided to go to
Shanghai where he hoped to find
part-time employment to finance his
art studies.

On the eve of his departure his
colleague, Zhang Zufen, who taught
Chinese language and literature at
the Yixing Normal School, said to Xu
Beihong, You are young, bright and
conscientious, and have a great
future ahead of you. I hope you will
bear in mind the saying ‘A man
should do without arrogance, but
cannot do without pride.’ Let this be
my parting gift.”

It was a gift that Xu Beihong
accepted with gratitude and which

was to serve him henceforth as a
motto. Late in his life he said to me
with great warmth of feeling, Mr.
Zhang Zufen was indeed my first
true friend.’

Xu Beihong went to Shanghai in
1914. A professor at the Institute of
China, Xu Ziming, who was from the
same village as Xu Beihong,
commended the young man’s
paintings to the president of Fudan
University. The president liked them
and promised to give the young artist
a job. But when he met Xu Beihong,
he was quite taken aback by his
youthfulness.”He looks like a child.
How can he work in a university?"
asked the president. Xu Ziming
pleaded with him, saying, If he has
talent, what does it matter how old
he is?" But Xu Ziming’s efforts were
of no avail, and several letters that
Xu Beihong wrote to the president
were unanswered.

Xu Ziming then arranged for Xu
Beihong to see Yun Tieqiao, the
editor of Fiction Monthly. With the
letter of introduction and his
portfolio, Xu Beihong went to see
Yun Tieqiao who was impressed
with his work and promised to find
him a job as a book illustrator with
the Commercial Press. He told Xu
Beihong to return in a few days. It
was autumn. Hatless and without an
umbrella, Xu Beihong braved the
chilling rain and returned to see Yun
Tieqiao as he was told to do. He was
greeted with good news,” All is
arranged, and you can soon move to
the staff quarters of the Commercial
Press.’

Delighted with the news, Xu
Beihong rushed back to the inn to
write to his mother and friends at
home. No sooner had he posted the
letters than Yun Tieqiao was at the
door, package in hand and with the
news that the job had fallen through.
The package contained Xu Beihong's
paintings and a rejection note, Xu

Beihong’s paintings do not suit our
needs.’

Bitterly disappointed, Xu Beithong
ran in a blind frenzy to the bank of
the Huangpujiang, the thought of
ending his life going through his
mind. The relentless pounding of the
muddy water against the bank and
the shrill whistle of steamships drove
him to a pitch of despair.

Xu Beihong returned to his village
and spent a melancholy New Year's
Eve, the first without his father. A
folk doctor in town, who was very
sympathetic towards him, consoled
him with kind words and gave him a
small sum of money. Once again Xu
Beihong went to Shanghai, but work
still eluded him.

By chance a wealthy Shanghai
merchant, Huang Zhenzhi, saw some
of Xu Beihong’s paintings; he felt
sorry for the young man and offered
to provide him with room and board.
Unfortunately, Huang Zhenzhi went
bankrupt shortly after, and once
again Xu Beihong was left to his own
devices.

At that time the brothers Gao Jianfu
and Gao Qifeng, famous painters of
the Lingnan School, had just opened
a gallery called the Shenmei Guan
(Gallery of Aesthetic Judgement). Xu
Beihong sent a painting of a horse to
the gallery for exhibition and it was
highly acclaimed. A critique read,
Even Han Gan (the famous Tang
Dynasty painter of horses) could not
do better than this."

Xu Beihong was asked to submit four
paintings on ladies. This took a week
to complete, and all he possessed was
five coppers to live on. He allocated
one coin to each of the first five days,
keeping himself alive with one ball of
plain glutinous rice a day. On the
sixth and seventh days he went
without food. A heavy snow was
falling when he took the four
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paintings to the Shenmei Guan. The
Gao brothers were out and Xu
Beihong had to leave the paintings
with the doorman. On the way
home, he pawned the flimsy coat that
he was wearing in order to buy
himself some food.

In the spring Xu Beihong enrolled in
Zhandan University after passing the
entrance examination. To pay his
fees, he asked for a loan from a man
from his village, Ruan Zhaiguang,
who was by no means a wealthy
man, but who received Xu Beihong
kindly and was willing to help him.
Thus Xu Beihong entered the
university where, besides studying
French, he continued to paint.

Not long after, Mingzhi University
held an open competition for a
portrait of Cang Xie, the man to
whom tradition attributes the
invention of Chinese writing. Xu
Beihong decided to participate in the
competition, but before he painted
the portrait he read all the records of
Cang Xie in old texts in order to
come to grips with the man behind
the legend. The most that Xu
Beihong had hoped to win with his
submission was a modest fee to
supplement his meagre resources.
But to his surprise, his painting made
such an impression on the university
authorities that they offered him a
position. Xu Beihong explained that
he was a student and must await the
end of term before making a move.

With the arrival of the summer
holidays, Xu Beihong moved to
Mingzhi University with his painting
kit. The university regularly invited
famous scholars to be guest lecturers.
In this way Xu Beihong met Kang
Youwei and Wang Guowei. When
Kang Youwei discovered how
talented Xu Beihong was, he asked
him to paint portraits of himself, his
late wife and his friends. He gave Xu
Beihong free access to his collection

of calligraphy and rubbings, so he
could study and enjoy individual
items at his leisure. It was by getting
to know these gems of calligraphy
through many viewings under the
guidance of Kang Youwei that Xu
Beihong refined his taste, improved
his own standard of calligraphy, and
gradually formed his powerful and

unrestrained style of painting.

With the fee that he earned from
Mingzhi University for the Cang Xie
portrait, Xu Beihong went to Japan,
arriving in Tokyo in May 1917. He
scoured the city for paintings to see
and study. Some Japanese painters,
not content with old styles, were able
to free themselves from the
accumulation of hackneyed methods
and conventional expressions, and to
develop their own individual styles
through careful observation and
description of nature. Xu Beihong
was impressed with the ways that
Japanese painters solved problems
similar to his own, and seeing these
alternatives to old styles strengthened
his resolve to merge Chinese and
Western techniques and methods. In
Japan Xu Beihong made the
acquaintance of the famous artist
Nakamura Fusetsu who showed him
his large collection of Chinese
rubbings and Japanese paintings.

The arrival of Xu Beihong in
Beiping in December 1917 marked
the beginning of nation-wide
recognition of his paintings,
characterised by great vitality and an
intense national flavour. Xu Beihong
was engaged as a tutor by the
Beiping University in the Art
Research Association. During this
period he saw many old paintings in
the former Imperial Palace
collection, which greatly expanded
his knowledge and enlarged his
understanding of traditional Chinese
painting.

The Beiping of this period was a

centre of intellectual ferment. The
New Youth, the Weekly review and
similar publications regularly
launched attacks on ideas and
practices of the old order, at the
same time disseminating new ideas of
democracy to their readers. These
new ideas had a great impact on Xu
Beihong’s thinking, placing him in
the forefront of the modern
movement and making him the most

committed modernist among Chinese

artists.

In an article,” On the Improvement
of Chinese Painting’, in the
inaugural issue of Painting Magazine
published by Beiping University, Xu
Beihong strongly attacked the
strangle hold of conservatism. On
Chinese painting. He described
Chinese painting as having reached
the nadir of its decline.” Among
world cultural phenomena the
decline of Chinese painting is
unprecedented.”

In his opinion Chinese painting had
declined steadily in the previous 700
years, and this he attributed to
conservatism On how to modernise
Chinese painting, he urged artists
"to preserve those traditional
methods which are good, revive
those which are moribund, change
those which are bad, strengthen
those which are weak, and
amalgamate those elements of
Western painting which can be
adopted”.

With the support of Fu Zengxiang
and Cai Yuanpei, Xu Beihong finally
obtained a government scholarship to
study in France. He travelled by boat
from Shanghai in March 1919. He
was determined to learn what he
could from Western art, science and
democracy in order to bring about a
renaissance in Chinese art. This was
a turning point in Xu Beihong’s life
in art.

For several months after his arrival



in Paris, Xu Beihong did not touch
his painting brushes. Instead he
visited all the major museums,
carefully studying the many
examples of Western art on display,
all the time making mental
comparisons between Western and
Oriental art. It was only after he had
completed this period of initiation
that he enrolled in the Academie
Julian to study drawing. Later he
joined the Ecole Nationale
Superieure des Beaux Arts after
passing its entrance examination.
There he studied under Flameng

‘d was regularly placed first or
among the first in competitions. In
his spare time he would spend long
hours at the Louvre and the
Luxembourg to study the works of
various masters and various schools
of art. Among the paintings he
copied were works by Prud’hon,
Delacroix, Velazquez and
Rembrandt.

In the winter of 1920, Xu Beihong
met Dagnan-Bouveret, leader of
avant-garde French painters. After
the meeting Xu Beihong made a
habit of frequenting his studio every
Sunday to listen to Dagnan-Bouveret
expound his views and to talk to
other artists who were present. He
specially benefited from his
conversations with Besnard. Dagnan-
Bouveret gave Xu Beihong much
good advice, counselling him not "to
fall under the spell of the trendy and
the modish”, and cautioning him
against being "content with small
successes . He urged Xu Beihong to
pay particular attention to
draughtsmanship and to cultivate the
habit of drawing and painting from
memory.

In 1921 the annual Salon des Artistes
Francais was held in April. On the
opening day Xu Beihong spent all
day studying and copying the works
on display. He left the exhibition at
closing time to find himself in a
heavy snowfall. Not having eaten all

day and not adequately dressed for
such weather, Xu Beihong was
overcome by hunger and cold and
wracked by severe cramps in the
stomach. This was to be the first of
recurrent attacks of gastric spasm in
years to come. Xu Beihong, however,
did not permit these attacks to stop
him from working, and there is one
extant drawing which bears the
inscription, “When people look at
this, how can they guess that the pain
was often unbearable?”

In the summer of 1921, Xu Bethong’s
health had not improved and his
scholarship ran out. He decided to
go to Berlin. There he met Kampf,
president of the Berlin Art Academy,
and had the opportunity of seeing his
works as well as those by Menzel and
Segantini. Because Xu Beihong loved
Rembrandt’s work above all others,
he would copy the master’s paintings
on display in the museum, sometimes
working for ten hours at a stretch
without even stopping to drink a
glass of water. He worked
particularly hard on Rembrandt’s
portrait of his second wife and felt
some measure of satisfaction with his
effort. But what he learned from the
exercise could not be applied to his
own work, and for that reason he felt
he had to try even harder.

On his return to France in 1923, Xu
Beihong submitted a painting, "Old
Woman', to the Salon des Artistes
Francais. Its acceptance marked the
first time that a work by him was
shown at the salon. To Dagnan-
Bouveret he confided a general sense
of dissatisfaction: he seemed to be
making little progress despite
working extremely hard. Dagnan-
Bouveret’s words of encouragement
to him were, "In study as in life, only
those prepared to go through the
most arduous training can realise
their grand aspirations. Take writers,
for example. The greatest writers are
those who persevere the longest, for
only tbey can achieve universality in

their work.”

Once again he emphasised to Xu
Beihong the vital importance of
drawing; he further advised him,
when painting human figures in oil,
to pay the utmost attention to each
component of the composition and
not to resort to shortcuts and
superficially appealing touches.
When Xu Beihong put this advice to
practice he did see some
improvement in his work. He
therefore worked even harder, and
the period that followed saw the
completion of a series of
masterpieces, including
"Desolation”’, "The Sound of the
Flute’, "The Zither Lesson’,
"Stroking a Cat’, "News from Afar’
and "Horse and Groom". In 1926
alone, nine of Xu Beihong’s paintings
were exhibited at the Salon des
Artistes Francais and they won him
high acclaim.

In 1925 Xu Beihong took a trip to
Singapore where he did paintings for
Chen Jiageng and for the Amoy
University which Chen Jiageng
founded. He held a retrospective of
his paintings in Shanghai and the
event stirred intense interest in
intellectual and artistic circles. Kang
Youwei wrote, 'Ten years ago Xu
Beihong painted portraits of
Wenshen, Shen Peijian and myself;
they were extremely life-like. He is
indeed a genius painter. After
travelling in Japan he studied for
seven years in France and Germany.
He now shows me his fine and
penetrating paintings which combine
a certain quality of reclusive
refinement with extraordinary
power. Not only is there no painter
like him in all of China, but we have
also not seen the like of his style.’

Back in Europe in 1926 Xu Beihong
visited the museums in Brussels for
the express purpose of copying some
of the paintings there. He admired
Rubens and considered him to be
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one of the greatest colourists of all
time. In 1927 Xu Beihong travelled to
Italy and Switzerland. In Rome he
spent much time studying works by
Renaissance masters, particularly the
sculptures in St Peter’s and the
Michelangelo frescoes in the Sistine
Chapel. He also went to see the ruins
of Pompeii.

After eight years of hard work and
intensive study, Xu Beihong felt that
he had arrived at the stage where he
could conceptualise his idea before
embarking on a painting and go on

to realise the concept to its fullest
extent. He had developed as a
painter and had acquired

extensive knowledge of art. In short
he was ready to return to China.
There he would dedicate himself to
the modernisation of painting, and
this he would do through the realism
movement in art.

Xu Beihong was not an ivory-tower
artist concerned merely with his own
art, but an artist passionately
concerned with the larger issue of
Chinese art. Therefore, his artistic
activities cannot be recorded in
isolation but have to be placed within
the context of political and social
events in China.

After his return to China in 1927, Xu
Beihong co-founded the Nanguo
Academy of Fine Arts with Tian
Han and Ouyang Yugian. Xu
Beihong served as the head of its
Painting Department. At the same
time he began working on a large oil
painting, ' Tian Heng and his 500
Retainers’. Tian Heng was an
aristocrat of the state of Qi in the
third century BC, who chose to
commit suicide rather than submit to
the victorious Han emperor. His 500
retainers, on hearing the news of his
death, likewise committed suicide.
Using this story of heroism and
sacrifice as his subject, Xu Beihong
painted a picture that glorifies a
people whose spirit cannot be

crushed by military might.

In 1928 the Central University in
Nanjing offered the professorship of
fine arts to Xu Beihong. Because he
did not wish to resign from the
Nanguo Academy, a compromise
arrangement was made whereby he
spent half of each month teaching at
the Nanguo Academy in Shanghai
and the other half teaching at the
Central University in Nanjing.

In 1929 Xu Beihong took over the
position of president of the Beiping
Academy of Fine Arts. In that
capacity he recruited Qi Baishi into
the teaching staff, against many
dissenting voices. At the same time
he worked hard to bring the
teaching of Chinese painting up to
date with the world.

Another work of large dimension by
Xu Beihong at this time was
"Jiufang Gao’, executed as a
Chinese painting. Jiufang Gao, a
woodcutter who lived in the "Spring
and Autumn’ period, possessed
extraordinary intuitive knowledge of
horses. In his case his talent was
recognised and put to good use,
while talent found in many other
cases was undetected and went to
waste. It was regret for wasted talent
among the common people that
prompted Xu Beihong to tackle the
theme. He made many drafts before
he was satisfied with the horse’s
expression of delight in meeting
someone who appreciated its true
worth, and with the

demeanour of Jiufang Gao, a
woodcutter endowed with
superhuman insight.

For two years from 1931 to 1933, Xu
Beihong worked on a large oil
painting, ' Awaiting the Deliverer”,
ostensibly based on a theme from the
ancient text, the Shujing, but in
reality reflecting the people’s

chafing under oppression and their
longing for liberation.

In order to promote Chinese
painting abroad, Xu Beihong
organised an exhibition of paintings
by contemporary Chinese artists to
be held in several cities in Europe.
The opening in Paris in May 1933
was attended by 3,000 prominent
people. The exhibition attracted so
much attention that its duration was
extended by fifteen days by popular
demand. The catalogue went into
three printings, and there appeared
more that 200 articles and reviews in
newspapers and magazines, one of
them by the famous writer Paul
Valery. Xu Beihong’s paintings were
enthusiastically received and the
French government sought one of
them, "Old Pines”, which journalists
compared with works by the
Barbizon School artist Theodore
Rousseau.

When the exhibition was over, Xu
Beihong travelled to Brussels, Berlin
and Frankfurt with a show of his
own paintings. It was highly
successful in all these cities, and the
paintings were favourably noticed in
no fewer than fifty newspaper
articles.

Meanwhile, the exhibition of
paintings by contemporary Chinese
artists travelled to Milan, Leningrad
and Moscow, and in each city it was
a mojor event. A documentary film
of the exhibition, shown all over
Italy, hailed it as the most important
East-West cultural exchange since
Marco Polo’s travels to the Orient.
At the Hermitage Museum in
Leningrad, a gallery devoted to
Chinese painting was established.

In his article “The promotion of
Chinese painting in Europe” Xu
Beihong wrote, " The exhibition of
paintings by Chinese artists was held
in seven cities in France,

Belgium, Germany, Italy and the
Soviet Union. As a result of the
interest created, galleries devoted to
the display of Chinese art were




without detracting either from his
own unique style or from the
national flavour which he had
distilled from his experience... I have
thoroughly enjoyed these paintings,
and I am convinced that art lovers in
India will derive much inspiration
from them. It is time to stop the
words, raise the curtain and lead the
viewers to a splendid feast.”

Xu Beihong did a dozen sketches of
Tagore and, based on them, painted
a portrait of the poet. Executed as a
Chinese painting, the portrait shows
the poet deep in thought, the
tranquil garden which serves as
background shrouded in a sense of
mystery. This is one of Xu Beihong’s
best portraits. Through Tagore Xu
Beihong met Mahatma Gandhi, who
sat for a sketch.

It was while he was in India that Xu
Beihong embarked on and
completed a large Chinese painting,
one which he had been planning in
his mind for a long time. Its title is
"Yu Gong Removing the Mountain’
The story goes that a foolish old
man chipped away at two mountains
which blocked his doorway, firm in
the conviction that if he began the
task and his sons and grandsons
continued with it, the mountain
would one day be levelled. Xu
Beihong's idea was to depict the
invincible spirit of the Chinese
people through the retelling of the
story.

This was a time when the survival of
China as a nation was at stake, and
Xu Beihong expressed his hope for
the future by painting a heroic image
of his compatriot. In preparing for
this painting he did more than 100
studies, and for the final version he
used over-sized pieces of xuan paper
for the torsos of men in strenuous
action. This was something new in
Chinese painting. In its realistic
treatment of a subject of history and
legend, its execution of the Western

treatment with Chinese materials, the
painting broke new ground and
marked the beginning of another
chapter in the history of Chinese
painting.

After he returned to Chongqing in
1943, Xu Beihong devoted much
time to the organisation of the
Chinese Academy of Fine Arts
under extremely difficult conditions.
In the same period he produced
many fine Chinese paintings, a
significant portion of which were of
animals. Strongly contemporary in
flavour, tthese are paintings in which
the subject and the way it is depicted
express the artist’s innermost
feelings. When, for example, Xu
Beihong finished painting a ferocious
lion, he would add an inscription,
"the surge of new life",

to convey his hope for the awakening
of the Chinese people. At a time
when the nation was ravaged by
foreign invasion and the people
trampled by aggressors, his lions are
injured beasts bursting with rage.

Xu Beihong's horse paintings are
known and loved throughout the
world. His horses are creatures built
on a strong skeletal frame and
animated with superabundant
energy; they symbolise the hope of a
bright future for the nation. So
powerful is the image of the spirited
galloping horse that it carries the
symbolism of life and death, and into
this symbol the artist pours his
emotions of anger, sorrow and joy. A
cockerel crowing through a storm, a
sparrow fiying against the wind, a
goose deprived of its feed, a lazy cat
redolent of latent energy---all are
endowed with a deeper meaning
beyond their life-likeness, teasing the
viewer with more than a hint of
another dimension.

In the summer of 1943, Xu Beihong
did two paintings, both derived in
theme from Qu Yuan’s Nine Songs
but very different from each other in
subject matter and style. One

established in four museums and
universities. Copies of papers and
magazines carrying articles on
Chinese culture prompted by the
exhibition numbered 200 million. In
all my negotiations with institutions,
never once did I invoke the name of
the Chinese government... Nor did
any so-called cultural institutions
contribute one single dollar towards
the expenses of the exhibition. This
is a point which I hope all Chinese
citizens would bear in mind.’

On a trip to Guangxi in 1935, Xu
Beihong painted "Spring Rain on the
Li River’ which celebrates the scenic
beauty of Guilin. Executed in the
splash-ink technique, it is a
representative example of a large
Chinese landscape in the xieyi style.

Following the outbreak of the
Sino-Japanese War, the Central
University moved west from Nanjing
to Chongqing. Xu Beihong rejoined
the university there. His works of
this period, such as "Ba Woman
Drawing Water” and Poor Ba
Woman', reflect the improverished
conditions of life of the people.

In 1938 Xu Beihong took a selection
of his paintings to South-east Asia
where they were exhibited in
Singapore, Kuala Lumpur, Penang
and Ipoh. The exhibitions were
extremely well attended, and Xu
Beihong donated the entire
proceeds from the exhibitions to the
China’s Refugee Relief Fund.

In 1940, on the invitation of the
Indian poet and philosopher,
Rabindranath Tagore, Xu Beihong
went to India to lecture at the
International University and to hold
an exhibition in Calcutta.
Introducing the exhibition, Tagore
said, "In his use of rhythmic lines
and of colour, the Chinese master Xu
Beihong revives for us the

shapes and forms of antiquity which
had faded from our memory,
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the university there. His works of
this period, such as "Ba Woman
Drawing Water’ and Poor Ba
Woman', reflect the improverished
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where they were exhibited in
Singapore, Kuala Lumpur, Penang
and Ipoh. The exhibitions were
extremely well attended, and Xu
Beihong donated the entire
proceeds from the exhibitions to the
China’s Refugee Relief Fund.

In 1940, on the invitation of the
Indian poet and philosopher,
Rabindranath Tagore, Xu Beihong
went to India to lecture at the
International University and to hold
an exhibition in Calcutta.
Introducing the exhibition, Tagore
said, "In his use of rhythmic lines
and of colour, the Chinese master Xu
Beihong revives for us the

shapes and forms of antiquity which
had faded from our memory,

without detracting either from his
own unique style or from the
national flavour which he had
distilled from his experience... I have
thoroughly enjoyed these paintings,
and I am convinced that art lovers in
India will derive much inspiration
from them. It is time to stop the
words, raise the curtain and lead the
viewers to a splendid feast.”

Xu Beihong did a dozen sketches of
Tagore and, based on them, painted
a portrait of the poet. Executed as a
Chinese painting, the portrait shows
the poet deep in thought, the
tranquil garden which serves as
background shrouded in a sense of
mystery. This is one of Xu Beihong’s
best portraits. Through Tagore Xu
Beihong met Mahatma Gandhi, who
sat for a sketch.

It was while he was in India that Xu
Beihong embarked on and
completed a large Chinese painting,
one which he had been planning in
his mind for a lox:ng time. Its title is
"Yu Gong Removing the Mountain”
The story goes that a foolish old
man chipped away at two mountains
which blocked his doorway, firm in
the conviction that if he began the
task and his sons and grandsons
continued with it, the mountain
would one day be levelled. Xu
Beihong’s idea was to depict the
invincible spirit of the Chinese
people through the retelling of the
story.

This was a time when the survival of
China as a nation was at stake, and
Xu Beihong expressed his hope for
the future by painting a heroic image
of his compatriot. In preparing for
this painting he did more than 100
studies, and for the final version he
used over-sized pieces of xuan paper
for the torsos of men in strenuous
action. This was something new in
Chinese painting. In its realistic
treatment of a subject of history and
legend, its execution of the Western

treatment with Chinese materials, the
painting broke new ground and
marked the beginning of another
chapter in the history of Chinese
painting.

After he returned to Chonggqing in
1943, Xu Beihong devoted much
time to the organisation of the
Chinese Academy of Fine Arts
under extremely difficult conditions.
In the same period he produced
many fine Chinese paintings, a
significant portion of which were of
animals. Strongly contemporary in
flavour, tthese are paintings in which
the subject and the way it is depicted
express the artist’s innermost
feelings. When, for example, Xu
Beihong finished painting a ferocious
lion, he would add an inscription,
"the surge of new life”,

to convey his hope for the awakening
of the Chinese people. At a time
when the nation was ravaged by
foreign invasion and the people
trampled by aggressors, his lions are
injured beasts bursting with rage.

Xu Beihong's horse paintings are
known and loved throughout the
world. His horses are creatures built
on a strong skeletal frame and
animated with superabundant
energy; they symbolise the hope of a
bright future for the nation. So
powerful is the image of the spirited
galloping horse that it carries the
symbolism of life and death, and into
this symbol the artist pours his
emotions of anger, sorrow and joy. A
cockerel crowing through a storm, a
sparrow fiying against the wind, a
goose deprived of its feed, a lazy cat
redolent of latent energy:--all are
endowed with a deeper meaning
beyond their life-likeness, teasing the
viewer with more than a hint of
another dimension.

In the summer of 1943, Xu Beihong
did two paintings, both derived in
theme from Qu Yuan’s Nine Songs
but very different from each other in
subject matter and style. One



