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Huang Binhong and the Intellectual
History of Modern Art: A Brief

Introduction
[#&] Jt#F Julione Noth

As one of the most renowned painters of twentieth-century
China, Huang Binhong (1865—1955) has been the subject of
numerous studies. While an overwhelming part of these studies is
concerned with his painting method and related theories, in recent
years an increasing number of authors have shed more light on
Huang’s activities as scholar, collector, and connoisseur, as well as
his role in the artistic, intellectual, and political circles of the first half
of the twentieth century.

The present volume takes both approaches into consideration
and regards Huang Binhong’s artistic practice and theoretical writings
as closely linked to his other activities, and as an intrinsic part of the
intellectual currents of his time. Due to the multiple roles that Huang
adopted during his long-lasting career, his personality can be viewed
as a prism through which a variety of issues and phenomena can be
examined depending on the point of view that the observer chooses.
Furthermore, the complexity of Huang’s life and the different
intellectual circles in which he was active require a detailed and
differentiated analysis that goes beyond clear-cut categories such
as “traditionalist” or “conservative.” The essays assembled in
this volume, therefore, are not solely dedicated to Huang Binhong,
but instead elucidate the broader intellectual and artistic discourses of
Republican China and their socio-political background to clarify how
Huang Binhong engaged with these currents.

Huang’s paintings, calligraphy, and writings are the venues
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where his engagement becomes manifest. They require careful
analysis with regard to the historical moment and the circumstances
of their creation. Brushwork, composition, subject matter, and art-
historical positioning all carry their distinct meaning and can be linked
not only to other artworks but also to broader issues of artistic and
cultural identity. Again, more useful than regarding Huang’s work as
the solitary achievement of a great master is to contextualise it with
the work of his contemporaries, with its audience, and in the context
of its original publication. The essays in this volume are a preliminary
step in this direction.

The volume is composed of three sections: “Huang Binhong’s
Painting and Calligraphy: Theoretical and Practical Aspects,” “The
Art World in the Republican Period and the Intellectual History
of Modern Art,” and “Huang Binhong and Modern Intellectual
History.”

The essays in the first section explore Huang Binhong’s
theoretical concepts and his views on historical and modern Chinese
painting in relation to the European painting tradition. They trace
the development of these ideas and concepts over different points
in Huang’s long career and thereby serve to form a more detailed
narrative of his intellectual biography.

Huang’s writings on Euro-American art and on the critical
situation of guohua in the first decades of the twentieth century are
explored by Li Weiming; he discusses the ambivalent position that
Huang took when he opposed the adaptation of Western techniques
and concepts to reform Chinese ink painting, while at the same time
using Euro-American scholarship and interest in Chinese art in its
defence. Li argues that Huang ultimately strove for international
recognition to counter the reformist attack on more traditional
practices. Huang’s early art-historical writings in Zhenxiang hua-
bao (The True Record) and in the series of articles published as

“Discourse on Modern Painting” CHHil|) are the subject of
Yu Yang’s contribution. Yu maps out a differentiated view of the
complex nature of Huang’s art-historical writings, especially in

relation to Chinese and Western painting in comparison. Furthermore,
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he analyses the use of the terms “picture” (&) and “painting”

(1H ) by Huang and his contemporaries to ascribe a higher moral
value to traditional painting forms inspired by literati painting
concepts.

The last two essays in this section are concerned with aesthetic
concepts and practices in Huang Binhong’s theoretical writings,
his painting, and his calligraphy. Wang Zhongxiu examines the
concepts of “inner beauty” (PN3£) and of “beauty within the
ugly” (H®2Z3) in Huang’s writings and traces them back to
premodern artists such as Fu Shan, Shitao, and Su Shi. In a second
step, these concepts are related to Huang’s painting technique and his
theorisations on brush and ink method. Shao-lan Hertel focuses on the
function and conception of copying and transformation in Huang’s
calligraphic practice, which is in turn closely linked to his painting.
She also highlights the meaning underlying Huang’s choice of model
and, by consequence, the semantics of his style. Thus she opens up
new perspectives on how to interpret Huang’s use of concepts such
as “copying from old masters” and “learning from nature.”

The second section of the book assembles essays dedicated to
broader topics that elucidate the historical and cultural background
of guohua practice in the Republican era. Huang Xiaofeng departs
from a contemporary phenomenon, the concept of “painting theory”

(iH#&) as it is commonly used in Chinese art history textbooks
today. He traces the development of this almost standardised mode of
art historiography back to its formative period during the Republican
era, when Chinese painters and scholars like Fu Baoshi, Yu Jianhua,
and Teng Gu started to use the terminology and epistemological
framework established by Japanese scholars such as Okakura Kakuzo,
Omura Seigai, and Kinbara Seigo.

Cao Qinghui looks at the field of higher education in traditional
Chinese painting in Beijing art schools during the Republican period.
Through a comparative analysis of art school curricula, he shows the
prevalence of traditional training methods and genres, despite the
public prominence of reformist approaches. He argues that the reforms

that Xu Beihong tried to implement at the Beiping National Art School
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gained their importance mainly in retrospect, because they prefigured
the thorough reform of art education during the 1950s.

Mo Ai analyses traditionalist Chinese painting as a social
formation and distinctive cultural practice. In her essay she sketches
the various social networks of prominent members of what she
terms the “traditionalists” (f£%tJK) in early Republican
Beijing, arguing that these networks form the conditions of the
existence, development, and transformation of guohua. She also
demonstrates the involvement of painters in the contested political
arena of the period from 1911-1928. The artistic and social activities
of the painters under discussion cannot be seen as distinct from the
larger socio-political environment, but form an intrinsic part of the
intellectual and political history of that time.

Li Ruoqing takes one painting and its numerous colophons
as a starting point to recount the history of Buddhism in modern
Guangzhou and collecting in monasteries. The handscroll “Zeng
Bingu’s Elegant Gathering at Changshou Monastery” (8 Z%#
K FFFIEMIE) records an event in 1815 and was formerly in the
collection of the monastery named in the title. When the monastery
was secularised in the last years of the Qing dynasty, the officials
responsible for the secularisation and their peers added colophons
to the painting, which thus became a document not only of the
transformation of religious institutions but also of the intellectual
circles of early twentieth-century Guangdong.

Gu Yi’s essay traces the discourse on outdoor sketching (%
4FE54) from its introduction to China in the 1910s as the basic
foundation of Western painting, through the role ascribed to it by
art educators as a tool to teach a “scientific” world-view based on
Euclidean geometry, and finally to its adoption in traditional Chinese
painting as a technique that had always been inherent in Chinese
painting history. She convincingly describes the pervasion of artistic
discourse with the practice of xiesheng as an instance of translingual
practice, which gains new and evolving meanings in the course of
multiple translations and adaptations. This point is highly significant

for the largely understudied body of sketches by Huang Binhong,
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since these cannot be understood independently from the context of
the contemporary discourse on xiesheng.

All of the articles in the third section of this volume deal with
Huang Binhong’s work in the context of intellectual history during
the first half of the twentieth century. The essays by Hong Zaixin
and Kong Lingwei both take the “National Essence” movement

(E¥IK) as their point of departure. Hong Zaixin traces the long
friendship and cooperation of Huang Binhong and Deng Shi over
different stages of their lives. In a close comparative reading of
texts written by Deng, Huang, and their peers, he shows how certain
concepts and ideas, such as the “revival of ancient learning” (77
225 ) and Huang’s proposition of the “revival of painting during
the Daoguang and Xianfeng eras” CiEJRLHE % F M%) , evolved
through intertextual references. Hong also shows that scholarly and
economic activities were closely connected since art works were
sold and exchanged through the same channels as knowledge and
ideas. In his contribution, Kong Lingwei puts the national essence
movement into historical perspective. He demonstrates how modern
concepts like “tradition” (f£4;) were formed in a process of
transcultural exchange with Western thinking, and he compares them
with premodern Chinese terminology. He also discusses the new
interdependence between literati and popular art forms that evolved

4

out of the modern framework of a “national tradition,” which in
turn developed out of a dialectical relationship with “Western” art.
Traditionalist and reformist tendencies are therefore to be understood
as mutually connected and interdependent.

Claire Roberts focuses on issues of place and identity in Huang
Binhong’s activities as painter, seal-carver, author, and collector.
His ancestral home was in Shexian, Anhui Province, in the vicinity
of Huangshan. He variously identified with Huangshan in his seals
and painted this famous mountain numerous times. His interest in
the landscape of the region, including the mountains and valleys, but
also the rivers and waterways, is present not only in his paintings,
but also in his interest in the history of his own family and in the

cultural history of Anhui. Works by artists from Anhui also formed
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an important part of Huang’s personal collection, along with ancient
seals. Roberts points out the larger political issues, and especially
the preservation of national culture during the turbulences of the late
Qing and early Republican period, which formed part of Huang’s
motivation in collecting and publishing antiques.

Huang Binhong’s dedication to his home region Shexian is also
central to the questions explored in my own contribution. I analyse
a number of travel paintings, landscape sketches, and paintings that
refer to specific sites in order to show the relations between visual
experience, the topography of iconic places such as Huangshan, their
cultural history, and related images. While it is widely acknowledged
that Huang constantly referred to ancient masters in his painting, the
essay aims to highlight the neglected aspect of visual perception of
places and how the act of seeing is in turn embedded into traditional
practices of picturing and writing. This leads away from the models of
literati painting to more vernacular images—namely, the wood-block
print illustrations in topographical compendia such as the late-Ming
Hainei qiguan ( “Strange Views from within the Four Seas” ) and
Mingshan tu ( “Pictures of Famous Mountains” ).

As a coda to this book, Yang Xiaoneng critically reflects on
the reception of Chinese ink painting in the West, especially in the
Anglophone countries. He discusses the historical conditions for the
formation of private and public collections, the development and
tendencies in research on twentieth-century ink painting, and how
these are reflected in exhibitions. He concludes with the remark that
although Huang Binhong is internationally recognised as an important
and innovative painter in modern China, much research remains to be
done on his oeuvre and on modern ink painting in general, but also
in spreading knowledge about these subjects amongst scholars and a
wider audience around the world.

One step toward this goal is to enhance the cooperation between
scholars working in China and in other countries. Therefore, I would
like to express my deep gratitude to Xu Jiang, director of the China
Art Academy, for initiating the conference in Hangzhou of which this

volume is the outcome. My sincere thanks also go to Kong Lingwei,
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who generously invited me to participate in the planning of the
conference and the editorship of this book. The result has been a year

of fruitful and collegial cooperation.

Berlin, September 2013
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