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PREFACE

In 1906, Two Rivers Advanced Normal School, situated within the
provincial capital of Jiangning (now Nanjing), created a Faculty of Painting
and Crafts, a first of its kind in Chinese higher education, taking one of the
first steps towards establishing modern art education as it is now known in
China. This seminal change was initiated by the director of the school Li
Ruiqing, a renowned Qing dynasty literati. With refined sensibilities and
well trained in the traditional accomplishments of calligraphy and painting,
Li understood the value of an education in the arts. He conducted a careful
analysis of the institutional foundations of the various teaching faculties
at Two Rivers Advanced Normal School, while working to attract an
elite teaching staff. “Having consulted the professors at our School, who
hail from various nations, and having collected examples of art teaching
departments from teacher academies from all over the world, we were
able to establish rationale for the setting up of a special Painting and Crafts
faculty”.

This development at Two Rivers School occurred during an era of
momentous change in the late Qing dynasty. The grave national crises
of the 19thtcentury drove the literati class to explore policy reform in an
attempt to strengthen and save the nation. The reformists' focus shifted
from the material aspects of Western civilization (gunboats, etc) to its 'soft
power' aspects-its politics and education. Starting from technology and its

implementation, their engagement with western influences progressed onto
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enquiry into the systemic foundations of society itself. Thus, educational
reform formed an integral part of the New Policy' reforms initiated in 1901
by the Qing government, whose edict stated that “vitalizing education and
nurturing talent is today's most pressing task”.

In 1902, one of the first Chinese Normal Schools-Three Rivers
Normal School-was built in the ancient city of Nanjing on the site of the
original Ming Dynasty Imperial Academy. The following year, Zhang
Zhidong wrote about the importance of specialized teacher training in
Pamphlet on the Foundation of Three Rivers School: "The primary and
secondary schools of all nations recruit talent from the classrooms of
Normal Schools, Normal Schools form therefore the foundational bases
of education, and are of the utmost importance." A Working Paper on the
Regulation of Schools issued in January 1904 by Zhang and his colleagues
suggested that Normal Schools should be categorized into 'primary' and
'advanced' schools, where Advanced Normal Schools provide teaching to
secondary schools and train Primary Normal School teachers. They called
for immediate action: “given the challenges currently faced by our nation,
the establishment of Advanced Normal Schools is a most urgent priority.”
In response, Three Rivers Normal School renamed itself Two Rivers
Advanced Normal School the following year, becoming the first of its kind
in China.

The creation of the Faculty of Painting and Crafts at Two Rivers
School must therefore be understood in relation to this broader context
of social reform and transformation. In the same year, the Qing court
promulgated Regulations for the Teaching of Subjects at Advanced Normal
Schools, where Painting and Crafts were set as compulsory subjects. The

new faculty at Two Rivers School became a model example for Normal
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Schools all over China. In 1907, Tianjin Northern Advanced Normal
School, Hubei and Hunan Normal School, Guangdong and Guangxi
Advanced Normal School created their own faculties of Painting and
Crafts. And in 1908, Sichuan Provincial Normal School followed suit.
These changes ushered in the modern age of art higher education in China.

Li Ruiging had long held the belief that "in order to save the nation,
we must end the tradition of imperial civil exams, propagate new schools
and new learning, and in order to do so we need to train teachers”. His
original idea for the school was to recruit staff and ideas straight from the
most advanced nations of the West. The foreign staff became however
predominantly Japanese. Following the Meiji Restoration in 1868, Japan
had become the leading purveyor of Western knowledge in the East. At the
same time, the language barrier was less insurmountable for the Chinese.
And in 1907, Li had toured Japan for several months in a careful study of
its education and social conditions. In terms of Chinese staff, Li recruited
such well known masters as Xiao Junxian and Xu Chongguang, creating
a teaching base which was at once comprehensive in subject matter
and minimalist in organization. The two main subjects on offer were
Painting and Crafts, with Music as a complementary subject. Painting
was subdivided into Western Painting, traditional Chinese Painting,
and Technical Drawing (for details of curriculum and teachers see the
Chronology section in this book).

By combining East and West, training in both theory and form and
their practical applications, the pedagogical system practiced at Two Rivers
School deeply influenced both its contemporaries and Normal Schools
to come. By offering classes in Fine Art as well as Technical Drawing,

together with Music, Two Rivers School sought to produce art teachers
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with multiple talents and skills. This differs significantly from the practices
of later specialist art schools, reflecting a particular sense of social historical
mission, and the main concerns of its time. To an extent the characteristics
of art education at Two Rivers School was an extension of ideas such as
“using Chinese learning as systemic foundation, and Western learning as
practical application” espoused by the late Qing literati. At the same time,
the emphasis on “knowledge for use” reflected the sense of urgency in the
face of a shortage of teachers and talent in China, and the desire to produce
graduates with the greatest possible number of skills and competencies
in the shortest amount of time. Amongst the first Chinese generation of
graduates to receive modern formal arts education who left Two Rivers
between 1909 and 1910 were soon to be renowned artists such as Lii
Fengzi, Jiang Danshu and Wang Caibai, who disseminated the teachings
and methods of the school across the provinces, in particular that of the
Faculty of Painting and Crafts.

During the early decades of the 20th century, the Faculty of Painting
and Crafts underwent a series of changes, becoming the Faculty of Art
at National Central University, Teachers' College, in 1941. Despite the
several changes in name during a turbulent time, the Faculty maintained
its reputation in China. With the expansion of art education resources
during the Republican era, the curriculum and teaching at the Faculty
became more specialized and aimed to “establish firm foundations for the
development of art, nurture independent professional art talent”, focusing
also on “nurturing art critics”” and “developing nationalism through artistic
nurture”. The Faculty attracted an elite body of teachers, including great
masters such as Li Shutong, Li Yishi, Lii Fengzi, Xu Beihong, Jiang

Zhaohe, Yan Wenliang, Lii Sibo, Wu Zuoren, Fu Baoshi, Pan Yuliang,
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Chen Zhifo, Zhang Dagian, Gao Jianfu, Huang Junbi, Huang Xianzhi,
Pang Xungqin, and Xie Zhiliu.

In 1928, Xu Beihong, who had just returned from studying in France,
became the professor and director of Western painting at the Faculty. On
the eve of his departure from France, nine of his works had been selected
for the French National Art Exhibition, achieving recognition. Returning
in high spirits, he aimed to train "artistic activists who could feel with the
times while maintaining their beliefs and solid learning, who could act
as pioneers of a new age”. At the National Central University, Xu was
able to implement his ideas in art and education. He advocated drawing
as the fundamental basis of the creation of form, and Realism as the true
artistic path, reflecting the influence of his teacher in Paris, Jean Dagnan-
Bouveret, a leading Realist of the Academic School. In 1926, in "Chinese
Art University Speech", he said "the students of painting should make
drawing their foundation (...) bad drawing implies lack of understanding
of physical form, and even greater confusion in the use of colour; colour,
however vibrant, in the hands of those unskilled in drawing, is equivalent
to no colour at all.” Speaking at his 1939 exhibition in Singapore, he
said “everyone says I'm a Realist, and I do admit that in art, I never seek
to deceive myself or others through flagrant use of creative individuality.
Those engaged in painting should study and depict natural form and human
behavior.” In the same year, he spoke even more passionately of his beliefs
at the Singapore Association of Chinese Artists: “On my return from
Europe more than a decade ago, [ lespoused Realism, as means rather than
end. It was deeply controversial at the time, but I carried on, ignoring my
detractors. I would rather sacrifice myself than Nature, for Nature cannot

be sacrificed for my own personal gain, and true victory is selfless.”



