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Jiang Guofang’s New Historic View and “New Historic Paintings”

by Zhao Li

Historic paintings refer to paintings that draw material from historic
events. In a general sense, historic paintings also feature myths,
legends and religious stories. Sometimes, paintings that depict
events contemporary with the painter are also classified as historic
paintings. Historic events used in historic paintings are usually major
events widely known by society. Meanwhile, painters generally
stress idealism and typification in their artistic expression.

Consequently, historic paintings are not just faithful recordings of
historic facts. They also reflect on the spiritual exploration of a
people and a nation. Historic paintings have therefore become a
time-honored tradition. Many countries have used them as a power-
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ful tool for providing awareness and education.

The origins of historic paintings can be traced back to the time of
Mesopotamia and ancient Egypt. Paintings in the ancient Greece and
Rome eras employed a combination of real and mythological elements,
from which emerged the representation of actual and historical
events with mythology and fables. Historic paintings at the end of the
Roman Era showed a consolidated linear, non-carnal and abstract
tendency and entered the transition stage toward the Byzantium era,
when spiritual qualities and representation techniques were
emphasized. Historic paintings of the Middle Ages were used as an
important means to spread the gospel of Jesus Christ. Paintings

usually combined historic figures with religious scenes, or realisti-

cally depicted stories of the Bible and legends. Historic paintings
became very popular in Italy during the Renaissance era in the 14th
century as they were merged with humanism and resulted in rich
spiritual connotations. The subsequent Baroque era continued the
trend of the Renaissance era, though some changes took place. In the
beginning of the 19th century, historic paintings were regarded by
painters of neoclassicism and academism schools as the most ortho-
dox and noblest paintings. Not only had historic paintings become
independent from other types of paintings, they had also been ranked
as paintings of the highest order.

Historic paintings originated in China rather early and mainly drew
material from historic stories and literature. From the Spring and
Autumn periods and the Warring States period until the 19th century,
historic paintings were a very important area for Chinese painters. As

these historic paintings usually contained moral or political overtones,
Sketch they were not merely reproductions of historic scenes or plots. In

W terms of techniques of expression, China’s historic paintings origi-
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nally dwelt upon religious or cultural matters. Demands for their
pragmatic functions usually outweighed demands for perfection of the
works themselves. It was not until the later period of feudal society that
painters finally disengaged themselves from “preaching” and started
paying more attention to descriptive details in paintings.

Entering the 20th century, the importance of historic paintings de-
clined in the West. Particularly after World War 11, historic paintings
were no longer regarded as the mainstream form of artistic creation,
due in part to the vigorous development of modern paintings and to the
emerging new media movements. In China however, it was then that
historic paintings created through realism had undoubtedly reached
their zenith. During the first half of the 20th century, historic paintings
by Xu Beihong and others inspired the struggling spirit and confidence
of the Chinese people and contributed greatly to the final victory of the:
revolution and the liberation movement. Historic paintings of New
China mainly featured themes that reflected the revolutionary history
and politics. Gradually, the function of historic paintings was reduced
to that of a political tool, and even degenerated completely into
“gears and screws” of political machines. The compulsory authentic-
ity of historic paintings was distorted and ultimately, historic paintings
lost their independence and glamour as a separate school of art.

In spite of this, historic paintings have never truly faded, but have
always managed to be resurrected. This resurrection is not simply
bringing something back from the dead, but more in the manner of
sublimation like Nirvana. If we carefully inspect the world’s art
history of the 20th century, we can even see that some historic
paintings have become the backbone of contemporary art and a
milestone in the cause of art development. Examples of such works are
Picasso’s Guernica and Dong Xiwen’s Founding Ceremony. The
former is closely associated with cubism while the latter is the
crystallization in oil painting of the exploration of national spirit. In
the recent context of post-modernism which had been gaining popularity, European and
American cultural circles conducted a profound reassessment of historic paintings of the
20th century and had universally acknowledged that neglect of historic paintings meant
neglect to some extent of their own histories and betrayal to their own cultural traditions.
Indeed, only by fully perceiving the threads of thought in historic development and fully
understanding trends of current cultural development can we make objective and rational
reviews on Jiang’s historic paintings and properly summarize and classify his art.

In fact, there are scarcely any artists in present day China who devote themselves to the
creation of historic paintings like Jiang. He has made outstanding achievements which are
well-known in China and have also been recognized by the international society. He is
without equal in this regard.

Jiang was among the first batch of artists that received a formal art education in the late
1970s, when China adopted policies of reform and opening. He graduated with distinction
at China’s highest seat of fine arts learning, the Central Academy of Fine Arts, and was
appointed to the faculty upon graduation. While a student in the Academy, he developed a
profound understanding of portraying historic themes with pure European realism. During
the course of his teaching and creation, Jiang gradually developed a set of techniques suited
for historic paintings with Chinese characteristics. He also traveled frequently abroad,
which made it possible for him to grasp the pulse of contemporary art development in the
world while extracting the quintessence of the fine tradition of Chinese arts. In the late
1980s, he gradually shifted his focus of exploration from a mere concern for artistic
language to the establishment and refinement of his theoretical system.

In the 1990s, Jiang turned his worship of Chinese history and culture into his own artistic

pursuit. His deep thinking and reassessment of Chinese history and culture undoubtedly



