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Preface I

By Lu Zhangshen

The National Museum of China positions “equal emphasis on history and art” as its mission.

The National Museum is not only an important window for showcasing the historical culture and
modern civilization of China, but also is a platform for reflecting both the splendor of ancient Chinese
relics and the vitality of modern Chinese art. As an important representation of China’s achievement in
cultural development, China’s art has reached numerous peaks through historical accumulations and has
become an essential part of the cultural heritages that we take pride in. We at the National Museum are
responsible for contributing to the collection, exhibition and research of these cultural heritages. We also
have the duty to leverage this platform to promote the creation of the best artworks of our time, and to
provide high-level art experience and education to our public.

Shortly after we completed the renovation and expansion of the National Museum, we inaugurated
the exhibitions for Pan Tianshou, Li Keran and Huang Zhou, which constituted part of the Chinese
Masters of the Twentieth Century Series. These three exhibitions served as excellent examples of the
museum’s effort to place “equal emphasis on history and art.” Pan Tianshou, Li Keran and Huang Zhou
are masters noted for their outstanding creativity and far-reaching influence in Chinese modern art
history. They all have made significant contributions in continuing and innovating on the Chinese artistic
tradition. Their glorious lives carried many imprints of their times both as men and as artists, and became
unique and important cases for interpreting China’s painting history in the 20" century.

China’s social development in the 21" century faces many new cultural and art issues. More and
more people have begun to appreciate the importance of the masters in the history of art and culture.
Meanwhile, society has also needed exhibitions which comprehensively illustrate the growth and artistic
achievements of these masters. The purpose of the present exhibitions is threefold: first, to commemorate
these masters; second, to celebrate and to advance understanding of their artistic achievements and spirits;
and third, to provide valuable references for the development of China’s art creations both in the present
and in the future. More importantly, displaying these exhibitions at the National Museum—a temple of
the highest achievements in history and culture—is to establish a new image of art in China and to uphold
an aesthetic standard that conforms to the core values of the art and culture of our times. In addition, the
museum will take this opportunity to enrich its collection and deepen the scholarly research associated
with them.

This exhibition series has received strong support from the Pan Tianshou Memorial Museum, the
Pan Tianshou Foundation, Beijing Fine Art Academy, the Li Keran Art Foundation, the Yanhuang Art
Gallery and the Huang Zhou Art Foundation, as well as other collecting institutions. I would like to take

this opportunity to express my heartfelt gratitude for their generous support.

in the National Museum of China
Mar, 2011
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By Pan Gongkai

The disasters faced by China since the mid-19™ century were perhaps no less severe or frequent than
in any previous stages in the country’s history. Amidst social turmoil and cultural conflict, the sense of
humiliation was awakened; the desire for casting off the old and seeking for the new and the passion for
idealism produced a result rarely seen in the world. In this dramatic context, those sincere and sensitive
artists often could not escape from the pressure of the times. Especially when he was clearly aware of it
and tried to take the initiative to respond to it, the close connection and the complicated conflicts between
the artist a.lnd the social context would be surprisingly highlighted.

In the 20™ century, there was a group of painters adhering to traditionalism in China, who still
clung to the way with Chinese characteristics by respecting traditional practices when the existence and
development of Chinese painting were challenged. Among them were such great artists as Wu Changshuo,
Qi Baishi, Huang Binhong and Pan Tianshou. They had an in-depth understanding of the tradition, the
similarities and differences between Chinese and western paintings, and confidence in the discipline of
tradition, and volunteered to keep a distance from the western style in practice. Their deliberation upon
the destiny of Chinese people in the context of cultural clashes, their attempt to seek reform from inside
the tradition, and their determination to promote Chinese paintings independently and free from the
influence of western art, tied their art and life with the national destiny, thus highlighting another kind of
modernity in Chinese intellectuals.

Pan Tianshou, inheriting the traditional Chinese painting, was a socialist artist. It had been his goal
and spiritual fountain to revitalize national spirit by carrying forward the national art. Compared to his
predecessors, he showed more presence in the forefront of the cultural clashes and social reform, voicing
his great support for Chinese painting: “The art of a nation is the crystallization of its spirit. Therefore,
revitalizing the national art lays the foundation for revitalizing the national spirit.” Since his youth, he
had set up lofty ideals concerning both life and art, which not only protected him from the struggle for
fame and wealth and the temptation of the short-lived fads, but also tied him closely with the development
of Chinese fine arts. With a strong sense of responsibility and devotion to his career, he fought against
national nihilism in the beginning of the 1950s, argued for the basic teaching of Chinese painting over the
issue of sketches, worried about the teaching quality in the “Great Leap Forward Movement” period, made
an outcry for establishing the education system of Chinese painting and the separation of figure painting,
landscape painting, and flower-and-bird painting, and sought for talents for the first calligraphy program
in the Academy of Fine Arts... All these efforts were out of his concern for the future of Chinese painting.
In fact, his consistent idea that “Chinese painting should distance itself from western painting” was a
macro-strategy after long-time deliberation with the aim to improve the status of Chinese painting in the
world arena.

As an artist, the key to the success of Pan lies in that he not only had remarkable understanding and
perception of the Chinese cultural ideal, but also developed an artist language to express it, in a unique
form and style of his own. His persistent pursuit of spiritual beauty and his independent and free inner

force which cannot be checked finally found an echo with the national spirit and the spirit of the times




after long-time exploration, which was reflected by the aesthetic pursuits of sublimity, magnificence, and
loftiness. His works, lofty and vigorous, are something you cannot forget, e.g. the huge rocks occupying
the whole canvas, the iron-hard pine, bush, and the thousands-of-years-old plum tree which survives
numerous hardships including coldness and loneliness and displays a sense of seriousness. Aren’t they
the perfect symbol of the great spirit of Chinese people? With the sincerity and sensitivity possessed by
an artist, Pan had a profound understanding of the Chinese history and the suffering the country had been
going through by the 20™ century. This kind of insight, keener than many of his contemporaries, still
surprises the audience today.

It has been 40 years since Pan left us, but the cause he devoted himself to still stays, so do the
problems that troubled him and the challenges he faced—the challenges for Chinese painting in the
context of cultural clashes. What’s different is that the political pressure then has been replaced by the
commercialized pressure. So what’s the solution? And what can artists rely on? Only the spiritual beauty
I’'m afraid. The value of a piece of artistic work lies in the spiritual beauty it tries to depict, which cannot
be defined as the spiritual ideal of the artist alone, but must be integrated into a bigger context. For
Chinese painters, the national culture is their root. Only when the individual ideal is integrated into the
national spirit can the artistic creation be rich in content, impressive, with an ever-lasting appeal. And this
has been well proved by Pan with all his works and personal stories.
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