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 Artistic expression not only changes as society evolves, but often acts as a 

contributing factor in such evolution.  When changes in artistic expression and society are 

the direct result of international influences, the cause and effect become even more 

intertwined.  Over the past six decades, international art has led to successive and 

profound changes in traditional Chinese society and culture.  In the second half of the 

20th century, international art played a key role in China‟s progression from a traditional 

Confucian culture to Communism, Socialism and finally Capitalism with Chinese 

characteristics.  After the Communist takeover in 1949, the Soviet Union became the 

model for China‟s art and society.  Against the backdrop of the Great Leap Forward and 

Cultural Revolution, almost all of the films and plays in China in the 1950‟s and 1960‟s 

had underlying themes promoting Communist values.  Western artistic expression was 

anathema to a government interested in control above all else.  As China began to open to 

the West in the 1970‟s and 1980‟s for purposes of economic development, Chinese 

society progressed from harsh Communism to a more benign Socialism and art began to 

reflect Western influences, becoming more experimental in nature both in terms of 

medium and content.  The 1990‟s and first decade of the 21
st
 century have witnessed 

China‟s progression to near full-blown Capitalism but with distinctly Chinese 

characteristics.  This, too, has been reflected in Chinese art, which continues to absorb 

Western influences but with a re-emerging and skillful blend of traditional values. 

 When the Communist government forced Chinese society to abandon its 

traditional art in favor of foreign expression, it created an identity crisis that resulted in 

one of the more chaotic periods in Chinese history.  China is only now achieving a 

modicum of stability, as it learns to blend Eastern and Western cultures.  The identity 

crisis that began sixty years ago may be coming to an end, as art and society progress 

towards a China with Western characteristics.         

 

HISTORIOGRAPHY 

 

 As with any study of art history, it is easy to find linkages between what is 

occurring in a society and the artistic means used to express it.  Chinese society 

underwent tremendous changes in the 20
th

 century, and as a result, so did Chinese art.  

Thus, the topic of modern Chinese art has been one that has caught the attention of many 

art historians.  Typically, these art historians substantiate their analyses by including 

influences from mainly the local sphere.  Influences from international art on Chinese art 

are commonly glossed over.  Even more notably, the influence of international art on 

Chinese identity is a topic that has yet to be addressed.  In the following paper, I intend to 

address how international art has affected not only Chinese art, but also Chinese national 

identity since the Communist takeover.          



 There are two premier art historians, along with several others, whose research I 

will augment to prove my own thesis.  Julia F. Andrews, a specialist in modern Chinese 

art, describes Chinese art in detail from socialist realism to post-traditionalism.  By 

giving an historical account followed by a complete analysis of the art produced in 

China during each period, she outlines key social changes in Chinese modern history. 

While her analysis introduces international ideas that were being brought into the 

country, only briefly does she mention the affect of international art that was 

simultaneously entering the country.
 1

  Furthermore, she does not investigate the 

influence of international ideas and art on Chinese national identity.  This influence is 

critical as it helped Chinese artists question and rediscover their identity within an 

evolving society. 

 Other authors, such as Tina Mai Chen and Ping Liu, focus more on the 

influence of international art on Chinese art and society than Andrews, but most 

research still remains preliminary.  This area needs to be focused on more heavily, 

because it was through the influence of international art that Chinese art and society 

were able to evolve the way they did.  

 Michael Sullivan comes closest to addressing the effects of international art on 

Chinese national identity.  As an American, his writing on the topic is very relevant.  Not 

only is he able to effectively assimilate international influences into his discussion of 

Chinese art, but he also brings in his strong personal ties to influential Chinese artists.  

Like Andrews, he places artists and their artworks in the context of their environment.  

Unlike Andrews, he also incorporates anecdotes and personal observations to intertwine 

China‟s aesthetics with its culture.
2
  By using Sullivan‟s analysis and personal 

observations and combining it with other artistic and historical analyses of the time 

period, I plan to form my own theory on how international art has affected Chinese 

national identity over the past 60 years.       

  

ARTISTIC TRADITIONS IN CHINA 

For two thousand years the great stream of Chinese painting has flowed on, widening 

and deepening as the language became richer, the artist’s ties to tradition stronger and 

more binding.  The ideas it expressed – apart from Buddhist ones – were purely Chinese, 

as were the styles and forms that gave those ideas expression.  If, around 1900, one had 

entered the studio of a Chinese artist…one would have discovered no hint of foreign 

influence in his painting.
3
 

 

 Until the 20th century, traditional Chinese painting, also called guohua, was the 

only known means of self-expression for the Chinese artist.  Guohua painting was not 

true to life, but through it the Chinese artist was miraculously able to depict timeless 

truths.  Originality of content was not of importance; hence the reliance on conventional 

themes such as landscapes, plants, and flowers.  Nevertheless, the artist was still able to 

express his individuality through his originality of technique.  The classical Chinese artist 
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was well educated but modest.  He was usually among the literati, or educated elite, a 

group concerned with philosophy and ethics.
4
  It was common for the literati to retire to 

the countryside where they were inspired from traditional Taoist and Confucian beliefs to 

paint scenes of nature.     

 Underlying Taoist and Confucian beliefs was the principle that the earth was 

unified by a cosmic order.  This was the same cosmic order that honored the Mandate of 

Heaven, the guiding rules and rituals that formed the basis of China‟s cultural and 

political structure before the Communist revolution.  The idea held that “if men and 

women did not find and follow their proper wisdom and goodness, the whole cosmic 

order was damaged, and only human effort could reestablish the harmony with Heaven.”
5
  

Thus, the emphasis in landscape paintings was placed on the role of men and women 

within the greater context of nature.  They typically engaged in everyday activities, such 

as traveling, fishing, or meditation.  These activities usually only encompassed a small 

part of the paintings, but helped contribute to the compositions‟ overall balance.  So 

although man was only a small part of nature, his role in keeping its balance was crucial. 

 For centuries, guohua painting sufficed in allowing Chinese artists to express 

themselves.  Its many limitations have created a dilemma for the Chinese artist.  Guohua 

painting lacks realism and does not allow the artist to paint the modern world as it truly 

is.  Its depiction of life and nature is too idealistic.  Its shortcomings in depicting all of the 

problems China has faced in the midst of development are many.  As China progressed, it 

became harder for Chinese artists to rely solely on guohua painting to express their 

identities.  This impediment to their means of self-expression was exacerbated as Chinese 

artists were forced to completely abandon the guohua style in place of a progressive, 

Soviet style.     

  

THE SOVIET INFLUENCE 

 With the rise of Communism, the old ideas of Taoism and Confucianism became 

taboo references in society.  Artists were told to forget landscapes and flowers, and to 

focus on figure painting instead.  The government was looking to progress, and could not 

tolerate outdated, backwards ideologies.  In addition to breaking apart from “old” China, 

boundaries were set which only allowed in influences from nations that the government 

believed it should model itself upon.  The West was not among those “model” nations.  

“The Chinese government sought to remove American culture and ideology from 

Chinese minds and territory.  At the same time, Sino-Soviet relations, although never 

entirely free of tension, flourished as China fondly referred to the Soviet Union as its 

„older brother.‟”   China saw the Soviet Union as its future, and strived to build an 

equally strong economic, political, social, and cultural center.  On discussing the strong 

Sino-Soviet ties of the early 1950‟s, Worden states, 

 

China‟s participation in the Korean War (1950-53) seemed to strengthen 

Sino-Soviet relations, especially after the UN-sponsored trade embargo 

against China.  The Sino-Soviet alliance appeared to unite Moscow and 
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Beijing, and China became more closely associated with and dependent on 

a foreign power than ever before.
6
    

 

 

 To infiltrate Chinese society with progressive Soviet ideologies, the Chinese 

government turned to Soviet art and propaganda.  Through the use of Soviet propaganda 

materials, the Chinese government was able to promote progressive ideas within China.  

Since cinematography was a popular but still nascent industry in China, non-Chinese 

films, more so than other types of art, were used as the most convincing form of 

propaganda during this period.  Additionally, the ability of film to influence the masses 

was both convenient and extremely effective.  In the decade following Communist 

takeover, nearly 50% of Chinese films, foreign and domestically produced, were 

imported from the Soviet Union and shown to an audience of nearly 1.4 billion people.  

Even outside of urban centers, Soviet films were widely viewed.  The government film 

bureau went so far as developing projection units, sending Soviet films to be viewed by 

peasants in each county.  The Chinese film journal, Dazhong Dianying, featured issue 

after issue with Soviet films on its cover.  When asked why the covers were swarming 

with Soviet films, the editor replied that “all should study Soviet film not only for its 

ideological and artistic merits, but because the Soviet Union was China‟s big brother.”  

He continued to claim it did not matter “whether Soviet or Chinese film stars graced the 

covers of Dazhong Dianying, but whether or not the films contained progressive 

messages.” 

 Soviet films in China in the 1950‟s were ubiquitous, as were the messages that 

they delivered. As cited by Chen and written in an article published by Meng Guangjun, 

the head of the foreign film bureau of the China Film Foundation, 

 

Soviet movies are the most advanced and wonderful films in the world.  

The method of socialist realism allows reflection on the success of 

communist construction and opens up the inner world of the Soviet people 

and their moral qualities…. For the Chinese people, Soviet movies are not 

just entertainment but they are life textbooks as well.  That is why they are 

so respected in China.  Watching Soviet movies has become a necessity 

for Chinese viewers.  Remembering that „Today‟s Soviet Union Is China‟s 

tomorrow,‟ Chinese viewers see their lives reflected in the Soviet movies, 

the prospective development of their motherland, and their own happy 

lives. 

 

In addition, Meng Guangjin also cited several specific examples in which Chinese 

viewers modeled their own lives directly off of the heroes and heroines portrayed in the 

Soviet films.  The Soviet film, Tuola Jishou, meaning Tractor Drivers, had one of the 

most noteworthy impacts on Chinese farmers.  After seeing a woman drive a tractor in 

the film, one Chinese woman decided that she herself could drive a tractor and help 

contribute to socialist society.
7
  Soviet films encouraged the Chinese to embrace 
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socialism, become a self-subsistent economy, and serve their classless society with 

enthusiasm.  By following the powerful messages in the films, they would be able to 

prosper on their own.  

 Friendly Sino-Soviet relations were short lasting, however, and by the end of the 

1950‟s the “peaceful coexistence” came to an end.  Chinese leaders were unhappy with 

Khrushchev‟s new politics, including his denunciation of Stalin and his failure to back 

Chinese in their dealings with Taiwan and India.
8
  As Sino-Soviet tensions increased, the 

government cut back on Soviet propaganda.  China had already spent nearly a decade 

following in the footsteps of the Soviet Union and attempting to emulate Soviet art.  But 

because the Chinese had already abandoned traditional art, they had little to fall back on 

to effectively express themselves.  For the first time, their national identity and means 

with which to express it was in crisis.  As a result, the ensuing decades consisted of a 

roller coaster of attempts to try to find and express a suitable identity China could call its 

own.  

 

THE LOST DECADES: FROM THE GREAT LEAP FORWARD TO THE GREAT 

PROLETARIAT CULTURAL REVOLUTION 

 

 Hope appeared in the late 1950‟s as Mao called for The Hundred Flowers 

Movement.  Lu Dingyi, chief of the propaganda department of the Central Party 

Committee announced to artists, “Learn from abroad and not exclusively from the Soviet 

Union; don‟t neglect the great tradition of Chinese painting [as the socialist 

realists…insisted they should], but carefully select, cherish and foster all that is good in it 

while criticizing its faults and shortcomings in a serious way.”
9
  For a brief period, it 

seemed as though Chinese artists and society had found a balance between progressive 

international ideas and distinctly Chinese traditional ideas.  Beijing even showcased 

exhibitions from Britain, Japan, Greece, Italy, Vietnam, and Mexico.  But as quickly as it 

seemed that China was beginning to open up to foreign ideas through foreign art, this 

trend just as quickly disappeared.  There was so much criticism that Party officials 

quickly became alarmed.   

 In The Great Leap Forward, the Party cracked down on intellectuals, artists, and 

elitists in general.  Thousands of artists were sent to the countryside where they were 

forced to work alongside peasants.  When artists were allowed to paint, the government 

limited the subject matter.  Not only were they unable to use foreign ideas to express 

themselves, they could not even use their own ideas to express themselves.  Government 

officials bestowed the sense of national identity upon them.  Chinese citizens did not 

form national identity during this period collectively; the Chinese government formed the 

country‟s national identity.  This would prove to be a great problem later on when 

Chinese citizens had to rely on their own ideas to form their national identity, and their 

own creativity to provide a forum to express it.   

 For the next two decades during the Great Leap Forward and the Great Proletariat 

Cultural Revolution, the influences of international art and ideologies were minimal.  

These were some of the darkest years in the history of the People‟s Republic, full of 
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economic chaos, famine, and mass casualties.  During this time period, most artwork was 

destroyed, but it was still possible to see some influences from pre-revolutionary 

international art.  The influences of the Soviet propaganda films still resonated with the 

people, even at a governmental level.  Jiang Qing, Mao Zedong‟s wife and the cultural 

advisor to the People‟s Liberation Army, took control over the art scene.  Her greatest 

project was promoting revolutionary model operas known as yang ban xi.  All but five 

Beijing operas were banned, and yang ban xi became the only form of entertainment 

allowed in theaters, on television, and on the radio.  These yang ban xi operas were 

strikingly Soviet-esque in content, but employed many more Chinese characteristics.  The 

colorful propaganda had a shocking lack of historical detail and context.  Its main 

purpose was to highlight the way a model society should be.  Red banners flew 

everywhere, while workers, peasants, soldiers and women performed heroic deeds.  The 

protagonists almost always sang and danced in the spotlight.  In contrast, the antagonists 

were typically landlords and anti-revolutionaries – greedy individuals who were the 

epitome of corruption.  They wore dark make-up and were poorly lit to exaggerate their 

negative qualities.
10

   

 Because the yang ban xi operas were the main form of entertainment for the 

Chinese people, the characters portrayed in them also served as their role models.  

Through these plays, even children could be easily taught the evils of capitalism and the 

corruption it incurred.  A country‟s self-sustenance was a main underlying theme and of 

paramount importance.  The only way for there to be a “fairytale ending” was if each 

individual worked hard on the land and contributed equally in maintaining the socialist 

country.  Relying on other people (i.e. other countries) could only lead to one‟s demise 

and was frowned upon as being a sign of weakness.  Communism and the ways of the 

revolution were clearly the only ways to follow if a happy life with a happy ending was 

the goal in mind.  This form of propagandistic art temporarily took over the modern art 

scene and became a “new” art form in revolutionary Chinese culture.   

 Although there were obvious Soviet influences in the yang ban xi, they were 

combined with many more Chinese characteristics.  The struggle to utilize progressive 

ideas in art while incorporating a sense of purely Chinese national identity and 

independence gained momentum.  International art had a strong presence in Chinese art 

and society, even when that presence was unwanted.  Its influences were inescapable.  

However, instead of ridding Chinese society of its personal identity, it was becoming a 

useful instrument for expression.  International art during this time period made the 

expression of cultural “values” possible. 

 

CHINA OPENS UP TO WESTERN INFLUENCES 

 

 With the death of Mao Zedong in 1976, the face of Chinese art took one of its 

greatest turns.  Although it took a few years for artists to regain their courage and once 

again embrace their creativity after returning from exile, once they did they were finally 

able to freely express themselves.  1978 brought about the Four Modernizations 

campaign which included promotion of “freedom, stability and prosperity.”
11

  Freedom 

of speech and freedom of expression were gaining momentum.  Groups such as the 
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Federation of Literary and Art Circles were able to assemble freely, without fear of 

denunciation. As Sullivan states, 

 

During the 1980s, in spite of sharp attacks and periodic persecutions 

carried out by an increasingly nervous Party apparatus, Chinese art 

became even richer, more complex and adventurous, drawing inspiration 

from China‟s past, from the West, from Japan, and from the artists‟ own 

experience.  The old debates – past versus present, Chinese versus 

Western – were not resolved, but they were now carried on at a new level 

of depth and sophistication.
12

 

 

For the first time since the takeover of the Communist Party in 1949, foreign artists and 

musicians were able to reign freely over Chinese arts.  Meishu, a popular art magazine, 

published works of art ranging from paintings by Westerners to Japanese to traditional 

Chinese works dating from the Yuan dynasty. The interest in foreign philosophy and 

thought was abounding.  China was reforming into a society that was accepting of and 

learned from influences in the global community. It was able to embrace its history, take 

pride in it, and most importantly grow from it.  In 1979, Beijing held the Fourth national 

Congress of Literature and Art Workers.  In it was a culmination of all of the pent up 

feelings left over from the ten years of the Cultural Revolution.   

 Artists started questioning the revolution; what had occurred, why it did, and how 

it had impacted society and them personally.  The role of Mao with the Gang of Four was 

also questioned and criticized. Students began to fearlessly and publicly attack leaders, 

especially those who promoted the violation of human rights.  Most significantly noted, 

all of this public criticism was now allowed, if not quite yet accepted.  Although Chinese 

national identity may have been in a state of temporary confusion from almost thirty 

years of turmoil, at least they were finally able to express that confusion and allowed to 

search for a way to represent their true identity.  By now, Chinese artists had undergone 

too much to simply regress all the way back to pre-communist traditional art as a means 

of effective expression.  In addition to having undergone internal struggles, they faced 

many new ideas from the international world, which undoubtedly left an indelible mark 

upon them. Instead of resorting to one or the other as a means of self-expression, they 

tried utilizing international artistic techniques within a Chinese framework to represent 

their identity with fuller effect. 

 One of the first greatest artistic undertakings after the revolution was a ninety-foot 

long tapestry painted by Huang Yongyu for the Mao Zedong Mausoleum.  Still fearing 

Party persecution, Huang Yongyu was picked among better-known artists by default to 

assume this commission.  Looking at the painting, it is ironic that it was commissioned to 

pay homage to Mao.  By simply looking at the subject matter, and its location, it is visible 

that the painting went entirely against Maoist thought.  The painting was a tranquil 

landscape, the traditional type, of China‟s mountains and rivers.  It reverted back to “old 

art” and left out all of the propagandistic tendencies of the previous era.  It is ironic for 

such a painting to be used to commemorate Mao, as he surely would not have approved 

of such an outrageous and retrogressive undertaking, especially one with his name 

attached to it.  Furthermore, the painting was to be placed behind a large marble statue of 
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Mao, dramatizing his relation to it.  There are two ways to interpret this project.  The first 

is to view Mao as a deity.  At first glance, the placement of his statue does indeed ease 

the “political-correctness” of the painting, as it deifies Mao.  Mao, an all-white, god-like 

figure sits unyieldingly upon his throne.  His placement in front of the center of a 

peaceful, almost cloud like backdrop gives the impression that through death, he reached 

heavenly status.  By drawing on a traditional Confucian landscape, perhaps the painter 

wished to say that Mao was the son of Heaven and by the Mandate of Heaven was sent to 

reform the new China.  However, this view is most likely wrong.  The inspiration behind 

this sculpture has a strong Western influence.  It is extremely similar to the statue of 

Lincoln in the Lincoln Memorial.  The virtual copying of a quintessential piece of 

American art reflects the beginning of a new wave of Chinese thought.  Studies of 

Western art and literature were becoming increasingly popular.  While incorporating 

Western influences, Huang Yongyu still emphasized the importance of traditional 

Chinese ideology.  Nature, which was most strongly emphasized in this project, was 

shown to be of greatest significance, even in the life of Mao.  However, in order to grasp 

the full effect of the project, progressive Western techniques were also utilized and 

literally set against a Chinese framework.  Unfortunately, Huang Yongyu was never 

accredited for this commission.  The landscape painting was never put up for display in 

the Mausoleum.  However, the entire project is still significant in what it proved: Western 

art and philosophy was slowly being integrated within the Chinese framework, and China 

was on its way to reforming and opening up to the outside world. 

 As China continued to open up to the rest of the world, Chinese artists looked to 

the West to express their newfound feelings of freedom.   

 

To express their exhilaration, young artists seized upon any and every 

Western art style and movement they could discover in books and 

magazines, from Impressionism to Dada and Surrealism.  It mattered not 

whether these styles were understood; what mattered was that they vastly 

enlarged the Chinese artists‟ expressive language and enabled them to say 

things that had been forbidden for thirty years.
13

  

 

A true reflection of the growth of Chinese society, the influence of international art in 

Chinese art was more pervasive than ever before.  At this point in the early modern stage, 

it didn‟t matter to artists what they were painting, all that mattered was that they were 

painting.  Moreover, they were painting in whatever style they chose to paint in.  This 

almost overwhelming international artistic influence allowed painters to express their 

individuality.  No longer did they have to conform to society.  They were no longer 

confined to Party rules and strict guidelines. Although it seemed in many ways to be pure 

confusion, in exploring different Western techniques, many artists were able to discover 

which style suited them best and best reflected their identity – both on a personal and 

national level.       

 However, with such a quick influx of progressive international art and ideologies, 

especially contrasted with the previously closed society of the Cultural Revolution, the 

Chinese art scene was left for a while in confusion.  Exhibitions consisted of an amalgam 

of art styles, ranging over hundreds of years of Western history.  The public, in trying to 
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discern the messages being sent, were left bewildered.  At times, they even refused to go 

to the exhibitions because the array of subject matter was so difficult to understand.  

Adding to the confusion, there was a “lost” generation of thirty to fifty year olds, who 

had grown up with Soviet art as their only influence.  They had to join the fast-paced 

artistic world, but were at an inopportune and awkward age to learn how to do so.   

 One of the most effective outlets for expression during this period of confusion 

was abstract art.  This was exemplified by a young group of unregistered artists known as 

the Stars.  Their main cause was petitioning for artistic freedom.  As such, they tried to 

send their message by painting what they thought was farthest from accepted art.  But 

because they were unregistered, they were not allowed to hold their own exhibition.  

When authorities denied them access to exhibition space, they proceeded to make a 

demonstration outside the gallery.  They rallied, “We demand democracy and artistic 

freedom!”
14

  Even though the exhibition that followed was never formally announced, 

they made a strong impact on the people and over forty thousand viewed it in just a few 

days.  The influence of Western ideologies, especially democracy, was abounding in the 

Stars‟ art show.  To make a statement, they moved as far away from “socially accepted” 

pieces as they knew possible.  They sought after something different – something that 

revealed their long and troublesome past, but with new eyes and a new sense of direction, 

and thus settled with the abstract.  Ma Desheng‟s Landscape was a quintessential 

example of this.  The subject matter was traditional, yes, but the way it was presented 

was completely new and abstract.  A landscape with rugged mountains was depicted, but 

instead of detailing the gracefulness of nature, the painting was made much harder to 

decipher.  This symbolized the struggle for freedom, as well as the struggle to understand 

society.  The past, symbolized by the subject matter of the landscape, appeared bleak, but 

there was still hope in uncovering it and learning how to progress from it towards a better 

future.  By using Western styles and techniques, these artists were able to effectively 

criticize their society.  They pointed out its current flaws, and the need for China to 

understand and learn from its past in order to move on to the future.  At the same time, 

they pointed out that there was indeed a strong sense of national identity that needed to be 

uncovered and unleashed. 

 When Westerners began using art forms to criticize Western society, China began 

using the same styles to criticize their own society. One example of a popular piece of 

Western art that engaged criticisms of Mao among both Westerners and Chinese was 

Andy Warhol‟s Mao prints.  These nearly 15 feet tall prints, distributed throughout 

China, undoubtedly ridicule the Chinese leader and his use of propaganda.  Mao is made 

a mockery as he is depicted with flamboyant colors and colored eye shadow.  Drawing on 

Pop Art techniques, Wang Jingsong takes criticism of the Chinese government a step 

further in “Taking a Picture in Front of Tiananmen” (1992). The picture, in popular 

Chinese fashion, shows a group of Chinese tourists taking a picture in front of Tiananmen 

Square.  It was very common for people from all over China to take a pilgrimage to 

Tiananmen Square to take this famous picture with the view of Mao‟s portrait in the 

background.  Traveling to this devotional was a symbol of reverence and virtue.  

However, in this picture, a different symbol is conjured.  The 1989 events at Tiananmen 

Square had only occurred three years before the painting was made.  “Wang's flat, comic 

painting amounts to a parody of Maoist iconography, a satire of a time-honored 
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revolutionary tradition, a deflation of idealism, and a sad reminder of the tragedy of 

1989.”
 15

  In the case of pop art, Western art had the influence of allowing the Chinese 

artist to criticize his society in hope for reformation and a deeper understanding of it. 

 

THE FUTURE OF CHINESE ART AND IDENTITY 

 

 As China opens to the global community, the ability of Chinese artists to connect 

the “complex relationships between cultural or national identity and the global art world” 

has become easier. Given time to experiment with different international styles, Chinese 

artists are reaching a happy medium where they are able to employ Western techniques to 

make their own style more vibrant.  While adopting ideas from international art styles, 

they have been able to retain a distinctly Chinese style of art that expresses their own 

national identity.  In the last twenty years, guohua, the traditional medium or ink on 

paper, has once again materialized.  Within the new guohua are three emerging trends: 

Literati-Expressionism, Neo-Traditionalism, and Post-Traditionalism.  The Literati-

Expressionists consist of the older generations who have brought back a renewed interest 

in traditional landscape paintings.  By employing Western painting techniques, they have 

made their own styles appear more effective.  Lu Yanshao‟s 1986 painting, Traveling 

Through the Gorge, is a prime example.  His main influence was the seventeenth-century 

master Shitao, who painted similar subjects.  It is a long vertical painting illustrating 

small boats as they pass through the Yangtze River.  The movement of the river 

juxtaposed against the sturdy mountains is reminiscent of Taoist references to the Yin 

and Yang, the harmonizing qualities of nature.  Unlike traditional paintings, this one is 

more vibrant.  The contrast in colors and the way the artist rendered the water and boats 

so realistically all pay homage to Western influences.  The landscape simultaneously 

“satisfies traditional interest in brush and ink and also looks strikingly new.”
 16

    

 Art is generally a means for self-expression, but for many years Chinese artists 

were forced to submerge their own culture and values due to the strong influence of 

international art.  As a result, their sense of national identity faded.  Beginning with the 

Communist takeover, traditional art was rejected and Soviet art, in particular propaganda 

films, became the norm for Chinese society.  Even during the Cultural Revolution, when 

all foreign thought was rejected, the influence of international art remained strong as 

demonstrated by Jiang Qing's model operas.  After the death of Mao, China rapidly 

opened up to international ideas, aided considerably by an influx of Western art.  But, 

Chinese artists still struggled to find their own identity within China's rapidly evolving 

society.  Only recently have Chinese artists been able to restore a sense of national 

identity, by combining traditional Chinese culture and international artistic influences.   It 

appears that Chinese art is finally finding an effective and well-balanced manner of 

expression. 
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