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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 inaﬁgurated
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 Memoriéll 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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Preface I ———

By Zou Peizhu

It is my husband Li Keran’s honour—and, of course, the honour of our country, of Chinese culture—
that his works are put on display at the National Museum of China, a hallowed place of art.

Chinese painting is the quintessence of Chinese culture. It is a unique star in the galaxy of world
art, as well as a pearl buried in dust. Keran had committed his entire life to brushing away the dust and
revealing its glitter. In the early 1940s, when the Chinese nation was mired in deep crisis, a cohort of
intellectuals unwilling to reconcile themselves to subjugation waged a cultural campaign to save China
from its seemingly doomed fate. Keran was one of them. And it was during this period that he began
his artistic reform in Chinese painting. He believes that he should “delve in tradition with the utmost
commitment” —that is, he should inherit the cultural tradition handed down for thousands of yearsi then
the artist should “break out with the utmost courage”and let tradition bring forth new blossoms in the new
environment of culture riddled with challenges. In 1944, Keran held a solo exhibition of figure painting
in Chongqing, with the purpose to resolve the problem of the family’s livelihood and report his research
achievements to the public. The exhibition was favourably reviewed by people from all walks of life
including Guo Moruo, Xu Beihong, Lao She and, later, Qi Baishi. In the early 1950s, when Chinese ink-
and-water painting was confronted with an unprecedented crisis that threatened its very existence, because
it was regarded as lacking in expressiveness, the sense of mission impelled Keran to put aside temporarily
his studies on figure painting and choose landscape painting as his new direction of breakthrough. He
points out that the artist should “read two books in an extensive way —nature and tradition”, so that
the traditional techniques can be integrated closely with the times. During 1954 — 1959, he undertook
four long and tough sketching tours, which took him to a lot of places. In 1954, he participated in the
exhibitibn of ink-and-water painting held jointly by Zhang Ding, Luo Ming and him, at which his works
were favourably reviewed. His effort enabled people to see new possibilities of expression of Chinese
ink-and-water painting. He often says, “What the artist should value is courage”and “what he needs the
spirit”. With such commendable courage he began his exploration in Chinese landscape painting. When
the lack of confidence in indigenous culture emerged in the 1980s, Keran shrewdly predicted with firm
conviction that “the dawn in the East” would arrive; and that he would see the reinvigoration of Chinese
culture. He had proclaimed himself to be a diligent learner and a practitioner of art. His chequered
artistic career had been through various setbacks and vicissitudes. In his late years, he made a seal, whose
inscription says, “No easy to path to the top of a steep peak”. With this inscription, he wished to express
the hardships of the reform of Chinese painting.

Keran was born in a time when the Chinese nation was at the nadir of sufferings. With his life-long
committed effort, he intended to do his part for the prosperity of the Chinese nation and the motherland.
To this land and this time he was deeply indebted. It is here that he made his greatest breakthrough in the
reform of Chinese painting and thereby realised his dream of rendering the landscapes of the motherland
to paper. After he passed away, I saw a slip of paper on which he wrote, “Son of a fisherman, a descendent

of Li Bai the great poet, a common citizen of China, and a disciple of Qi Baishi and Huang Binhong”.




