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Pictorial Modernism(s) in an
Interdisciplinary and Cross-
Cultural Context

Deﬁning Modernism proves challeng-
ing. The perspective almost all crit-
icisms cannot overlook is the plethora of
early 20"-century art’s styles. In his 2010
monograph Modernism: A Very Short In-
troduction, Christopher Butler endeavors
to characterize Modernist art as a “stylis-
tic variation”, a convergence of “choice of
styles” occurring in the early 20™ century.
This era is distinguished by numerous ex-
periments in abstraction, the rejection of
one-point perspective (as seen in Cubist
techniques), and a rebellion against the tra-
ditional use of local colors (as exemplified
by Gauguin, van Gogh, and Cezanne)'.
A concentration on form did not prevent
scholars from comprehending modernist
art from various perspectives. Butler iden-
tifies modernism as a state of “plurality and
confusion,” characterized by “contradictory
definitions and interpretative strategies™.
Meecham and Sheldon, in their 2013 pa-
per titled “What, When, And Where Was
Modernism?” highlighted the geographical
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challenge in defining this term: “modern-
ism was a Western phenomenon and, as
we will see, traditionally located in two
centres: Paris from the mid-nineteenth to
the mid-twentieth century and then, con-
tentiously, New York from the 1950s on-
wards”. The tentative use of the past tense
and the adverb “traditionally” here, howev-
er, demonstrate the author’s awareness of
“many of challenges ... from groups and
geographical regions that were marginal
to modernism’s initial impulses™. The re-
flection here implies a desire to examine
Modernism beyond its original origins,
traditional framework, and geographical
boundaries.

Over the past two decades, schol-
arly works have increasingly sought to
transcend the conventional boundaries of
Modernism, endeavoring to perceive it
not as an isolated entity but as intercon-
nected “ties” that span diverse conven-
tions, regions, and media. The dialogue
surrounding Modernism has shifted to-
wards acknowledging its interdependence,
where different manifestations engage in a
dynamic exchange, shaping each other in
the process. A notable example is Oxford’s
2010 Handbook on Global Modernisms,
which features essays spanning a spectrum
from Moroccan poetries to Indian mov-
ies, and from 20™-century Chinese short
stories to Cuba’s avant-garde art. Jaillant
and Martin’s “Introduction: Global Mod-
ernism” attempts to see the 20" century
literary landscape as “ties [shaping] the na-
ture of modernism as a truly international
movement”™. Similar interests can be seen
from the cultural studies and art history
scholars. Looking at the 20 century Brit-
ish intellectual group Bloomsbury and its
urban living space as a space of mobility
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and transnationalism, Blair argues for the
Bloomsbury group as a more than local
phenomenon, a worldly phenomenon that
is “a site of cultural contact and contesta-
tion™. In his thought-provoking 2022 ar-
ticle titled “Post-Impressionism: Univer-
sal, British, Global”, Rose delves into the
notion of a global Post-Impressionism,
raising intriguing questions, particularly
when discussing Clement Greenberg’s ob-
servations on Japanese art and the Fauve
way of painting. Rose ponders, “And could,
as Greenberg’s discovery of this mode
wherever he traveled might suggest, this
dominant twentieth-century style also be
a truly ‘global’ one?” This prompts a broad-
er reflection on the interconnectedness of
artistic expressions across cultures, paving
the way for a more nuanced understanding
of the global dynamics of artistic evolution
during this period.

This article explores the introduc-
tion, translation, and cross-disciplinary
interpretations of modernist art in early
20th-century China, with a focus on the
influence of Western avant-garde move-
ments on Chinese cultural perspectives.
The experimental approaches of modern-
ist art — marked by bold color palettes and
subjective expression — played a pivotal role
in shaping China’s engagement with and
adaptation of Western artistic principles.
These innovations not only transformed
the visual arts but also intersected with
broader cultural currents in China, influ-
encing various domains beyond traditional
art history. Movements such as Post-Im-
pressionism, Expressionism, Cubism, and
Fauvism were more than mere formal
innovations; for many Chinese artists,
they signified a break from tradition that
resonated across different aesthetic and
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cultural landscapes, potentially aiding in
the acceptance of new, global cultural in-
fluences within a modernizing China.

By investigates the relationship be-
tween these artistic transformations and
other cultural phenomena, including lit-
erary developments, this article examines
how these modernist movements were in-
troduced to East Asia and how they evolved
in this new cultural context. Placing West-
ern avant-garde art within a broader cul-
tural framework, the study highlights its
cross-cultural manifestations in China
and its interaction with local movements
such as Impressionism, Expressionism,
and Cubism. Specifically, it delves into the
various channels through which modernist
art was disseminated in China, including
publications and exhibitions, and explores
the role of literary journals in shaping
and discussing Western avant-garde ideas
through intellectual discourse.

Global Modernist Art
and the Centre-Periphery Problem

One method to perceive modernist art
as a transnational or even global phe-
nomenon involves examining the circula-
tion of works by avant-garde artists and
art critics across the world. The widespread
influence of modernist art becomes appar-
ent through its dissemination and the crit-
ical responses it elicited on a global scale,
originating from its inception in their
place of origin. In the introduction to Zhe
Routledge Companion to Expressionism in a
Transnational Context (2019), Isabel Wiin-
sche outlines a “transnational, intercultural
approach to modernist art” by highlight-
ing “transnational formation, dissemina-
tion, and transformation of expressionism
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outside of the German speaking world”™.
This approach characterizes global ex-
pressionist trends as a result of the success
and diffusion of avant-garde movements
across Europe and beyond. It signals a lo-
cal departure from Impressionism towards
Post-Impressionism, Fauvism, and Cub-
ism as an “anti-Impressionist movement”,
developing from the artists’ shared tenden-
cies toward distortions of color, form, and
space®. While it is unavoidable to consid-
er the historical trajectory of avant-garde
works and ideas, certain critics perceive the
notion of global circulation of Modernist
art as a potential risk, fearing it might con-
fine global avant-garde innovations within
a centre-peripheral dichotomy. Looking at
interwar Paris as a colonial space, Rentzou
criticizes “a universality that is dominated
by the ‘French spirit’, a perspective one
would expect from a hegemonic center,
but not from a nominally cosmopolitan
avant-garde™. Looking beyond Europe,
Partha Miller states that:

The wide acceptance of the Western
modernist canon as self-evidently
universal (even in non-Western re-
gions, I must add) does not give suf-
ficient weight to the role of conven-
tion in artistic production” and that
“the discipline of art history has yet to
change in any substantive manner the
implicit evaluation of non-Western
modernism as derivative and devoid
of originality."

Miller thus calls for a reexamination
of “unmarked cases”, East European Mod-
ernism, Indian Modernism, and so on, in
terms of how the incorporation of West-
ern avant-garde forms and movements, be
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they Post-Impressionism, Expressionism,
or Cubism, integrate into a local cultur-
al creativity, “as each colonized nation
deployed the language of modernism to
fight its own particular cultural corner™!.
In his article “Post-Impressionism: Uni-
versal, British, Global” (2022), Sam Rose
endeavors to conceptualize the “global”
nature of Post-Impressionism as a “general
style” transcending national and cultural
constructions of art history, which “would
not be the abstraction more commonly as-
sociated with the critic, or the cubism so
clearly recognizable in so much of twenti-
eth-century painting”? Rose suggests that
this “style” encompasses a way of creating
representational art found wherever and
whenever traditional painting techniques
were abandoned. Rose thus calls for a more
expansive understanding of Post-Impres-
sionism, one that is not confined by a lin-
ear historical progression from a theorized
sense of realism to abstraction based on
19th-century French painting. Rose’s in-
terpretation encourages us to transcend
the confines of the chronological and
geographical framework associated with
Post-Impressionism.

Applying the framework of Modern-
ist art to Chinese artists is not just a mat-
ter of classification; it is crucial for under-
standing the broader dynamics of cultural
exchange, innovation, and the global art
narrative in the 20th century. By placing
Chinese avant-garde artists within the
context of modernist art, we can explore
how these artists were not merely respond-
ing to or imitating Western movements but
were actively participating in a global dia-
logue of artistic experimentation and cul-
tural expression. The adoption of abstract
and expressive forms in Chinese paintings
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was not just an echo of Western avant-gar-
de styles but a meaningful exploration of
new ways to communicate social and polit-
ical ideas in a rapidly changing society. By
framing these artists as part of the mod-
ernist movement, we recognize their con-
tributions to a global artistic discourse that
challenges the traditional boundaries of art
history, which often centers on European
developments. Juneja, criticizing the di-
chotomy between the “original” and “cop-
ies” or “derivations”, holds a similar opin-
ion, saying that “imitation can be a creative
form of relating to migrant objects, forms,
and practices, of dealing with difference,
of acknowledging authority, or of dialog-
ical practice”™. Instead of looking at how
modernism as a European phenomenon
“spreads” to the rest of the world, Juneja
encourages critics to see avant-garde art
productions as “emerging from a multipo-
lar and yet entangled modernism that was
generated in Europe and beyond”™. This
paper attempts to apply a similar approach,
by grounding China’s reception of West-
ern techniques in its own art traditions,
cultural reflections about modernization,
and visions on artistic, literary, and cultural
creativity. It is undeniable that numerous
modernist writers in China, particularly
during their early career stages, predom-
inantly emulated masters from France or
Germany. However, the exploration of the
avant-garde journey in China goes beyond
mere imitation and reproduction; it evolves
into a synthesis that becomes an integral
part of China’s modernization process.
This paper encompasses a range of art
forms, including Post-Impressionism and
its subsequent stylistic movements such as
Expressionism, Fauvism, and Cubism. The
preference for employing a more inclusive
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term, rather than specific ones mentioned
earlier, primarily stems from the intricate
web of influences in early 20" century
China. While some Chinese modernists
exhibit a distinct focus during a partic-
ular phase of their artistic career (such as
Fang Qianmin, who predominantly emu-
lates Cézanne after his studies at the Ecole
Nationale Supérieure Des Beaux-Arts de
Lyon in 1926)%, a majority of them un-
derwent a diverse array of influences from
various art movements across Europe. Shi-
gemi observed a parallel occurrence in his
examination of Japanese 20th-century art-
ists adopting Cézanne’s techniques, noting,
“Moreover, there is no clear distinction
between Cézanne’s direct influences and
those filtered through Fauvism or Cub-
ism”'¢. This “filtering” effect is a recurring
theme among Chinese modernist artists
as well. As a consequence, the artworks
of most 20" century Chinese modernists,
both in their contemporary context and
today, resist easy classification into specific
schools or genres. While some artists ex-
hibited a particular tendency to emulate
Post-Impressionists like van Gogh, their
works were equally shaped by the expres-
sive intensity of Expressionism and the
structural experimentation of Cubism.
This confluence of influences reflects a
complex and dynamic engagement with
global modernist movements, resulting in
artworks that are uniquely hybrid, defy-
ing simple categorization and embodying
the diverse artistic currents of the time.
Another contributing factor is the lack
of inclination in Chinese exhibitions to
differentiate between works originating
from distinct avant-garde movements.

An illustrative example is the First Na-
tional Art Exhibition in 1929, where the
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curated collection was categorized simply
as “Western Art” PHIE". Even as recent-
ly as 1982, during the inaugural display of
original Impressionist pieces in Beijing,
the exhibition featured works ranging from
Manet (an Impressionist) to Cezanne and
Van Gogh (both Post-Impressionists) to
Picasso (a Cubist)'. Consequently, the
assimilation of avant-garde aesthetics in
China remains intricately intertwined,
making it challenging to isolate the re-
ception of one movement from others. To
unravel this complexity, my research will
explore these dynamics not only through
the analysis of visual art but also by exam-
ining literary journals published in early
20th-century China. These journals played
a crucial role in disseminating and inter-
preting avant-garde ideas, offering insights
into how different movements were per-
ceived, understood, and adapted in the
Chinese context. By investigating both the
artistic and literary responses to Western
modernism, I aim to provide a more com-
prehensive understanding of the cross-cul-
tural interactions that shaped the reception
of avant-garde art in China.

Avant-Garde Art Movements in
Artistic and Literary Publications

European modernist artists’ original
paintings remained absent from phys-
ical exhibitions in China until the 1970s,
a consequence of the disruptions caused
by the wars and The Cultural Revolu-
tion'. Despite this temporal gap, the in-
fluence of modernist art found its way to
a wide audience through the circulation
of reprinted books and the contributions
of Chinese artists such as Wang Yachen,
Shao Dazhen, and Lin Fengmian who
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had studied in Europe (mainly France and
Germany) or in Japan. This heightened in-
terest in modernist art among the Chinese
public was not solely driven by the visual
attributes of the artists’ works but also by
the discourse of literary figures. Chinese
modernist literary critics in the 20* centu-
ry engaged in the translation of art history
terms, embarking on an exploration of the
radical artistic forms of these movements.
In doing so, they sought to grasp the phil-
osophical, aesthetic, and formal intricacies
that lay beneath the surface of these artistic
endeavors. Their efforts extended beyond
the realm of art history, enriching both the
discourse of art historians and the land-
scape of literary studies.The intertwining
of literature and art within the context of
Chinese modernism is a testament to the
profound relationship between these two
creative domains. In the turbulent land-
scape of 20th-century China, the conver-
gence of Western artistic and literary influ-
ences gave rise to a transformative period
marked by creativity, self-discovery, and
intellectual exploration. As China opened
its doors to the world, the infusion of
Western culture sparked a dynamic era of
cultural exchange and innovation. Central
to this transformative period was the New
Culture Movement, which emerged in the
early 20th century. This movement cham-
pioned the Slogan of Science and Democ-
racy and sought to shed traditional Chi-
nese values in favor of embracing Western
thought. The movement heralded a flour-
ishing of translation efforts, particularly in
the realm of literature. Works by renowned
Western authors such as Shakespeare, Vic-
tor Hugo, and Mark Twain were eagerly
translated into Chinese during this peri-
od. For instance, Tian Han’s translation of
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Shakespeare’s “Hamlet” in 1921, Yu Hu’s
translation of Victor Hugo’s Notre Dame de
Paris in 1923, and Zhou Shoujuan’s trans-
lation of Mark Twain’s “The Californian’s
Tale” in 1917 introduced Chinese readers
to these Western literary classics. Simul-
taneously, Chinese artists’ adaptations of
Western art styles, notably Impressionism,
Post-Impressionism and Cubism, began
to gain traction in China through art ex-
hibitions and publications. Eastern Mis-
cellany K77 7%, a significant periodical
founded in 1904, played a pivotal role in
introducing modernist art schools such as
Post-Impressionism, Cubism, and Futur-
ism to Chinese audiences. In July 1917, the
magazine featured Lu Qinzhong’s article
“A Brief Introduction to the New Paint-
ing School” FrERHL i, shedding light
on these hitherto unfamiliar artistic move-
ments®. The year 1918 saw the publication
of an influential article entitled “Modern-
ist Painting” U2 H by Chinese artist
and art critic Wang Yachen in the jounral
Art.'This article served as a seminal intro-
duction to prominent Impressionist and
Post-Impressionist artists. Subsequently,
in November 1932, the influential art jour-
nal Yishu Xunkan (also cited as “L’Art” its
official foreign name) was launched?, fea-
turing numerous introductory articles on
modernist art trends. These included Ni
Yide’s “The Spiritual Theory of Modern
Painting” (AR E PR #1112 in 1935, Vol.
1 No. 1), Liu Haisu’s “The Passion of Van
Gogh” (£ =i ¥ #41% in 1936 Vol. 1 No. 1),
and the translations of Usaburo Toyama’s
Theory of Plastic Art iR 5 R 1. Moreover,
art magazines like Shanghai Manhua (or
“Shanghai Sketch”, b3 H) and Shidai
Huabao (BARHHR) featured Cubist art-
works such as Zhang Guangyu’s “Cubist
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Shanghai Life” (CLAR)_EifEEWE Shanghai
Sketch No. 1)*. In addition to art journals
and articles, the introduction of Western
art into China was significantly facilitated
through art exhibitions and educational
institutions. The year 1911 marked a piv-
otal moment when Shanghai witnessed
the establishment of its first art school
dedicated to imparting Western artistic
techniques and knowledge. As the 1930s
dawned, Shanghai emerged as a thriving
cosmopolitan metropolis, becoming a fo-
cal point for cultural exchange and artis-
tic innovation. Its cosmopolitan ambiance,
material modernity, and relative stability
compared to the war-torn Beijing drew
numerous Chinese artists who had pur-
sued studies in France, the UK, or Japan.
A seminal development during this period
was the establishment of the Storm Soci-
ety in 1931, a fine art society founded by
Chinese avant-garde artists. In 1932, the
society held its inaugural exhibition at the
China Learning and Art Society in Shang-
hai. In their bold manifesto, the members
of the Storm Society noted that the early
20th-century Europe had borne witness
to a remarkable artistic evolution, charac-
terized by the “cry of Fauvism” and “defor-
mation of Cubism”, which celebrated the
fragmentation and reassembly of reality
into abstract and multidimensional forms,
and that “the Chinese art scene in the 20th
century should also see a new climate™. By
drawing parallels between these transfor-
mative European art movements and the
aspirations of the Chinese art world, the
Storm Society’s manifesto conveyed their
unwavering commitment to exploring and
embracing the potential of modernist art.
It signified their determination to tran-
scend artistic conventions, break free from
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established norms, and forge a distinc-
tive artistic identity that would reflect the
evolving cultural landscape of 20th-cen-
tury China. The chosen pieces from The
Storm Society’s inaugural art exhibition
vividly conveyed a shared aspiration to re-
define traditional art aesthetics. The cover
page of the journal prominently displayed
the artists’ collective effort to reimagine
traditional Chinese women’s bodies, as
seen in Chang’s “Portraits”, and natural
landscapes, or in Wong’s “Landscape”,
through the lens of modern Impression-
ist and Cubist techniques. Even though
the artworks were presented in black and
white within the magazine, readers could
still discern the artists’ emphasis on depth
and texture in Tuan’s “Landscape”, as well
as the incorporation of geometric shapes
and a two-dimensional portrayal of the
human form in “Portraits”.

Another pivotal exhibition was the
First National Art Exhibition (FNAE)
in 1929, which showcased over 2,000
artworks encompassing a wide spectrum,
from Chinese calligraphy and ancient
paintings to sculpture and modernist art-
works. Notably, all the modernist paintings
featured in this exhibition were creations
of Chinese artists rather than copies or
original works by Western painters. These
modernist pieces encompassed styles such
as Cubism, Symbolism, and Post-Impres-
sionism, reflecting the influence of West-
ern art movements on Chinese painters.
For instance, Lin Fengmian, who studied
in Paris from 1919 to 1925 at the Ecole des
Beaux-Arts, offered an abstract portrayal
of human forms in his painting exhibited
at the 1929 FNAE titled “Gongxian” (“The
Sacrifice”) (see fig. 1)**. Rather than adher-
ing strictly to realistic perspectives, Lin
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opted for a more subjective interpretation
of spaces and distance in his depictions of
the fruits in the plates and the robes on the
ground. This emphasis of the two-dimen-
sional nature of canvas echoes Gauguin’s
use of flattened shapes. These artistic en-
deavors and engagements underscored the
profound influence of Western art move-
ments on Chinese artists and the instru-
mental role of educational institutions
and exhibitions in facilitating this cultural
exchange.

Modernist art in particular captivat-
ed the attention not only of visual artists
but also poets and writers, forging a deep
interconnection between literary and ar-
tistic creativity. Renowned Chinese writer
and cultural critic Lu Xun played a pivot-
al role in this exchange by translating 7he
Trends of Contemporary Arts ITAAZEAR K
it from Japanese to Chinese in 1928,
which introduced Post-Impressionist art-
ists such as Cézanne and Gauguin in the
final paper®. Notably, a considerable num-
ber of writers in this era simultaneously
demonstrated prowess in the realm of art
history. Feng Zikai, a prominent Chinese
short story writer, curated 7he History of
Western Art WiJ73E AR % and Twelve Lec-
tures on Western Art Styles V¥ ENR -+ i,
drawing from art monographs published in
Japan. In the sixth paper, entitled “Subjec-
tivist Art—Post-Impressionism”, and the
seventh paper entitled “Four Great Paint-
ers of the New Era—Four Great Masters
of Post-Impressionism” of Twelve Lec-
tures, Feng introduced the artistic contri-
butions of Cézanne, Van Gogh, Gauguin,
and Henri Rousseau. This interconnect-
edness between artists, writers, and crit-
ics fostered a vibrant cultural milieu that
transcended artistic boundaries and fueled
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Fig. 1. Lin Fengmian. Gongxian BT,
Oil Painting, Meizhan Tekan (Contemporary),
1929 (printed in black and white)

the development of modernist thought in
China. This interplay between literature
and art becomes particularly evident when
examining the composition of the selection
committee for the First National Art Exhi-
bition in China. Alongside four prominent
artists, such as Li Yishi, Lin Fengmian, Lin
Wenzheng, and Xu Beihong,emerged the
figure of Xu Zhimo, a renowned modernist
poet, literary translator, critic, and profes-
sor. Xu Zhimo’s multifaceted role extended
beyond merely selecting artworks; he also
delivered the opening remarks for the ex-
hibition and headed the list of editors for
the exhibition’s official periodical Meizhan
Tekan FJEFFT) in 1929. Within the pages
of Meizhan Tekan, specifically in its fifth
volume (released in 1929, a few days after



198

FNAE), Xu Zhimo responded to realist
painter Xu Beihong’s reservations regard-
ing modernist paintings. Xu Zhimo’s re-
sponse emphasized the crucial boundary
between authenticity and imitation in art,
a boundary that transcends mere empiri-
cal observation or intuition. He underlined
that authenticity, in this context, pertains
to the artistic intent and ambition ex-
pressed by the creator in their works, rather
than the authenticity ascribed to artworks
by connoisseurs®. By drawing parallels to
the debates in literature, Xu Zhimo illus-
trated how discussions within these two
realms interweave. He cites examples from
the literary world, such as Ruskin’s con-
demnation of Weisdler as a “willful liar”
and Tolstoy’s denial of Shakespeare as a
first-class writer, to highlight how these
discussions marked significant moments
in the art world’s evolution?”. In another
article, “More on ‘I am also confused” “F&
W4 published in the same volume of
Meizhan Tekan, Xu Zhimo delved further
into the essence of artistic works. Here, he
underscored that the common standard of
criticism in both literature and art does not
revolve around distinguishing truth from
falsehood or the real from the imaginary:
“But relying solely on any advanced skills
and knowledge, a writer cannot produce a
work of pure art, that you and I can ad-
mit”. Instead, the most significant factor
in evaluating art is the attainment of a
pure art form that transcends dependence
on external factors such as technique and
knowledge®. Xu Zhimo’s discussions on
authenticity, realism, and imagination
demonstrate how literary and artistic con-
cepts are intertwined. In particular, his
comprehension of the criteria for a more
expansive notion of “art” (encompassing
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literature and fine art) has been shaped
through his deliberations on modernist
paintings that transcend imitative reality.
Described as the insufficiency of “advanced
skills and knowledge” in making good art,
he underscores the significance of artistic
representations that extend beyond the
mere depiction of immediate reality.

The influence of Western art on
20th-century China extended beyond art
journals like Meizhan Tekan, encompassing
literary publications that played a pivotal
role in introducing modernist Western cul-
ture to a Chinese audience. A noteworthy
example of this interplay between literature
and art was evident in the journal Wenxue
2% In its Volume 2, No.1 issue, an ar-
ticle titled “Art and Literature” authored
by Feng Zikai was published. Within the
52 issues that Wenxue released, the journal
included over thirty prints of artworks by
Western artists. The journal’s content is
meticulously organized to strike a balance
between various forms of modern art. This
includes modern paintings, photographs,
drawings, and Chinese traditional paint-
ings, all of which are prominently featured
in the first section of the journal before the
texts labeled “Literary Pictorial” 3% IH|
it in the table of contents. A significant
development occurs in 1935 (Vol. 5, No.
3), where the journal introduces a separate
section dedicated to providing detailed in-
troductions about artists whose works have
not been printed on the journal’s pages. For
example, in this volume, Fernand Leger is
introduced with an emphasis on his styles
in abstraction, his focus on subjective sen-
sitivities, and he is described as “an admir-
er of mechanics” with “new sensibilities™®.
The journal also incorporates foreign art-
ists’ works, which are either paintings or
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printed woodblock prints. These contri-
butions include artworks like Gauguin’s
“Te Auta” (1893) in Volume 1, Number 2
(1933), and Volume 1, Number 4 (1933),
featuring Lyonel Feininger’s “Dorfkirche”
(1923), Erich Heckel’s “Zwei Menschen”
(1909), Karl Schmidt-Rottruff’s “Christus
bei Maria und Martha” (1919), and Emil
Nolde’s “Junger Mann” (1917).

'The journal prioritizes evoking a sen-
sory experience for readers, emphasizing
the colors, shapes, and techniques of the
paintings over providing an exhaustive ed-
ucation on modernist art history. Notably,
in presenting German Expressionists like
Feininger, Heckel, Schmidt-Rottruff, and
Nolde as a collective entity in Vol. 1 No.
4 (1933), and following Gauguin in No. 2
in the same volume, the editor opts not to
include the years of the paintings or speci-
fy the art “schools” these artists align with.
The selection of artists is not random, but it
does not strictly adhere to a chronological
or historical timeline. Notably, the names
of the artists, which appear in the column
page, are separated from their works, which
are displayed without accompanying artist
names. This approach is evident in Vol. 2,
No. 2 (February 1, 1934), where the names
of four German woodcut artists are listed
on the column page, but their woodcut
prints appear four pages later, each occupy-
ing an entire page without any identifying
information. These prints, characterized by
their strong sense of abstraction and bold
use of color blocks and shapes, are placed
prominently before the “Literature Forum”
section®!; further emphasizing the journal’s
intent to engage readers through a direct,
emotional experience with the art, rath-
er than through detailed historical or bi-
ographical context.
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Wenxue stands as just one example
among many illustrating the parallel utili-
zation of both literary and artistic concepts
during this period, such as Zhe Short Story
Magazine (/N Hil, or Xiaoshuo Yue-
bao’). In the initial issue in Vol. 12 (1921)
following its revolutionary transformation,
the journal featured Degas’s “Danseuse
Sur la Scene” (1889) along with two other
paintings after the Appendix, marking the
inception of its exploration into Western
artistic styles. While the primary focus of
The Short Story Magazine was the trans-
lation of Western novels, it also demon-
strated a keen interest in Western art by
featuring several paintings from Western
artists. This interest is clearly demonstrated
through its new-style cover page. In con-
trast to the black and white text of Volume
11, the first issue of Volume 12 featured a
painting by the modernist artist Xu Dun-
gu, who had studied art in Tokyo Universi-
ty of the Arts from 1914 to 1920.

As written in its “Special Notic-
es”, published in Vol. 11, No. 12 (the last
number of Volume 11, issued in Decem-
ber 25, 1920), the overarching goal of this
endeavor was twofold: first, to introduce
“the latest thoughts and works in art and
literature”, and second, to “view the fu-
ture trends of Western art and literature”?,
Following the “Special Notice”, the jour-
nal became as richly visual as it is textu-
al, through its new section “Illustration”.
In this section, the prominent inclusion
of Western artworks, meticulously repro-
duced within the pages of a literary jour-
nal, provides insight into the intellectual
environment that enveloped these artistic
creations.”® All the artworks by Western
artists were accompanied not only by the
artist’s name and the title of the artworks
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but sometimes also included the artists’

nationalities. The meticulous presentation
of these artworks at the beginning of arti-
cles, readily visible to readers, underscores
the journal’s commitment to facilitating an
immediate and immersive encounter with
Western art, making it apparent that the
allure of modernist visual culture played
a central role in shaping the intellectual
landscape of 20™-century China.

Starting from the first issue of Vol-
ume 13 (1923), The Short Story Magazine
intensified its focus on modernist painters,
mainly Post-Impressionists and Dadaists.
The first volume of this phase featured
Gauguin’s later paintings, “Aux Iles Mar-
quises” (translated as “fEhi&w] i [”)
and “Two Tahitian Women” (translated
as “BX 2 L"), each taking one page
of the journal. The No. 6 of the same vol-
ume features Shen Yanbing’s article titled
“New Movement of French Art” which
introduced “K K3 7 (Dadaism). The ar-
ticle initially delved into Dadaism within
modernist painting but eventually shifted
its focus towards Dadaist poetry (“AX KK
[1118”), referencing poems by Louis Ara-
gon and Chapka Bonniere. This transition
from art to literature underscores how
Shen Yanbing, as a literary critic, assimi-
lated modernist literary forms by draw-
ing inspiration from the modernist visual
arts. After Gauguin, the volume includes
the Dutch Post-Impressionist Van Gogh'’s
“Fishing Boats on the Beach” (translated

as “Iff5t”) and the German expressionist

Erich Heckel’s “Crystal Day” (translated
as “BIEFEMIEA”). This evolving atten-
tion demonstrated the journal’s increasing
tascination with Post-Impressionism and
Expressionism, surpassing its original em-
phasis on Impressionist art.
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Beyond showcasing the artworks
themselves, The Short Story Magazine dedi-
cated substantial space to textual introduc-
tions of the artists. For example, in Volume
12, Number 7 (1921), the journal adeptly
blended its literary content with intro-
ductions to the world of modern art. In
this issue, the spotlight fell on the French
Cubist artist Auguste Herbin, whose work
“Composition” was featured prominently.
Beneath the striking painting, the jour-
nal provided readers with a comprehen-
sive overview of Herbin’s life, including
his birth and death dates, his association
with the French Salon, and his notable
exhibition record. Furthermore, the jour-
nal offered a succinct interpretation of
Herbin’s painting: “From this artwork, one
can discern his ambition to infuse Cub-
ism with a newfound fluidity, liberating it
from the confines of rigid formalism” (see
fig. 2)**. 'The same issue went a step further
by featuring an entire page dedicated to
the painting of C. R. Nevinson, alongside
artworks by Italian Futurist Gino Sever-
ini within the “Illustration” section. This
fusion of “art” and “literature” epitomized
the symbiotic relationship that Chinese
intellectuals of the 20th century perceived
between artistic and literary expressions.
Notably, Nevinson’s art showcase im-
mediately followed the final segment on
“Western Literary Trends” (“UE4M SCixIH
). The conclusion of this literary section,
marked as entry number 86, delved into
the latest work by the German dramatist
Georg Kaiser, entitled “Europa”, and con-
cluded with the observation that “Kaiser is
also an expressionist writer.” This seamless
integration of modern literary forms, as
exemplified by “Europa’, was intimate-
ly linked with the exploration of artistic
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forms, embodied by the works of Nevinson,
Severini, and Herbin. This artistic-literary
synergy highlights the journal’s dedication
to fostering a comprehensive understand-
ing of the dynamic intersection between
literature and the visual arts during this
period of cultural flux. This emphasis on
expressionism across media shows the
cross-cultural reception of modernism as
intermedial, positing what Lépez-Varela
Azcirate called “a hierarchical dependency
between the understanding of visual im-
ages, textuality and narrativity”. She states
that “Although texts are vehicles of contex-
tualized information and cultural positions
are often presented in a historiographical
way, culture is not just about textuality; it
is also about multimodality” (7). The inter-
play between the introduction of Western
literary and artistic trends in 7he Short Sto-
ry Magazine showed exactly this cross-cul-
tural communication as multimodal.

The contextualization of forms be-
comes particularly compelling when con-
sidering their potential for revolutionary
impact within the broader context of art
history, their relationship with other ar-
tistic forms, and notably, their connections
or contrasts with “previous” forms. This
historical perspective and interest in artis-
tic progression are vividly displayed in the
journal’s acute awareness of specific time-
frames and significant events. For instance,
the journal demonstrates a keen sensitivity
to the timing of Gino Severini’s exhibi-
tions in both Berlin and New York™®. It also
delves into the evolution from Post-Im-
pressionism’s “rebellion against Impres-
sionism (that is, realism)”, as exemplified
in its discussion of the British painter Ber-
nard Meninsky*. Furthermore, the jour-
nal highlights the importance of Georges

[T Wl Auguste
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Fig. 2. Auguste Herbin’s Composition
and the editor’s comments printed in two
colors. Wenxue, Vol. 12, No. 7, Appendix

Braque’s exhibition of his artworks in 1919
(Vol. 12, No. 9). Despite its primary focus
on literary content, the journal endeavors
to provide readers with essential historical
reference points. These references enable
readers to contextualize the early 20th cen-
tury as a period marked by profound artis-
tic and literary transformations.

The relationship between the avant-
garde and the traditional, between the old
and the new, between the domestic and the
foreign marked the interpretations of the
Chinese artists at that time. As Western art
was introduced and began to gain attention,
there emerged a distinct trend to present
the “new art”, meaning those avant-garde
artworks by Chinese modernist painters,
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with the old-style arts*’. Lawrence notices
that in contrast to the Second National Art
Exhibition in 1937, FNAE shows a “festive
atmosphere” with a high degree of tolerance,
presenting diverse forms of art in an inclu-
sive environment. While the Western-style
arts are not showcased in the same exhibi-
tion hall as the “old-style connoisseurship
culture,” which includes calligraphy and
paintings, the absence of restrictions on the
visiting routes allows various art forms to be
presented to visitors at their own discretion.
Unlike the Second National Art Exhibi-
tion, in which the visitors were required to
follow a “regulated route” from the second
floor (the modernist painting and calligra-
phy) and finally to the third floor (historical
paintings and calligraphy), FNAE refrained
from directing visitors through a predeter-
mined sense of “progression” from the for-
eign to the Chinese or from the modernist
to the classical (Lawrence 35-39). Thus, de-
spite the perceived differences between the
avant-garde and the old-style arts of China,
the art exhibitions highlight an emphasis
on cultural diversity (at least in the first two
decades in the early 20™ century), which fa-
cilitates the potential for intermingling the
old and the new techniques.

The discourse surrounding the in-
tersections between Western modernist
movements and Chinese traditional styles
can be traced back to the early introduction
of Post-Impressionism in China. Amidst
the dynamic negotiation of East-West aes-
thetics, many artists and critics recognized
a profound formal and historical connec-
tion between the two. One prominent fig-
ure in this dialogue was the painter and art
critic Feng Zikai, who fervently advocated
the parallels between Chinese tradition-
al and Post-Impressionist forms. In his
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article titled “The Victory of Chinese Art
in Modern Art”, he drew a comparison be-
tween the aesthetics of Cézanne and Wang
Wei, a renowned Chinese poet and paint-
er from the sixth century. Feng’s explora-
tion of Cézanne’s work led him to assert
that Cézanne’s depiction of “an apple for
itself, an independent existence of an ap-
ple, a pure apple” are “completely terms for
appreciating [traditional] Chinese paint-
ings”, in which “the so-called ‘imagination
of wonderful things’ means to move one’s
imagination into all things and resonate
with all things” (Ying 6). Currently, there
is no evidence to suggest that Cézanne
directly encountered Chinese paintings
in either their original or printed forms.
However, Feng’s impression may find its
roots in the potential parallel between
Cézanne’s creative forms and oriental ink
paintings. Hanaka draws parallels between
Cézanne’s watercolor landscape paintings
and the techniques employed in Japanese
ink paintings, highlighting shared charac-
teristics such as blurred contours, the ab-
sence of clear lines, and an emphasis on
the strength and depth of colors — effects
achieved through brushwork (209). Given
the shared origins of Japanese and Chi-
nese ink paintings, which were often mis-
takenly identified, it is plausible that Feng
perceived echoes of Chinese ink painting
in Cézanne’s Srill Life. Feng’s comparison
of Cézanne’s approach to art with tradi-
tional Chinese art philosophy, while not
devoid of exaggerations, simplifications,
or even distortions, served as the corner-
stone of his argument regarding “the char-
acteristics of Chinese paintings in Impres-
sionist and Post-Impressionist paintings”,
which he introduced at the beginning of
his article. Feng highlights the resonance
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between Cézanne’s work and Chinese dialogue exemplifies the broader trend of
painting theory, emphasizing the inter- artists and intellectuals in early 20th-cen-
play between Eastern and Western artistic  tury China seeking common ground be-
aesthetics and the potential for examin- tween their own rich artistic traditions and
ing Chinese artistic traditions through a the transformative movements of Western
modern Western lens. This intercultural modernism.
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Body”, Umemoto Ryuzaburo’s “Human Body”, and Manjiro Terauchi’s “Human Body”. Among
them Tonji’s and Ryuzaburo’s works showed an influence from Expressionism, while Kunishiro’s
artwork shows an integration of Post-Impressionism’s flat representation of objects into traditional
Japanese painting style. See the Appendix in Yong Shang’s dissertation.

The closest quotation that aligns with Feng’s reference from Cézanne can be found in Cézanne’s
reply to Emilie Bernard, where he stated, “the artist must conform to this perfect work of art.
Everything comes to us from nature; we exist through it” (see Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Sense and
Non-Sense, Evanston, Northwestern University Press, 1964, p. 12). However, it has been observed
by some critics that Feng may have intentionally or unintentionally appropriated this sentence, as
a sentence in Feng’s reference to Cézanne it doesn't appear to be attributed to Cézanne but rather
to a medieval theologian named Meister Eckhart (see Inaga Shigemi, % %3, “On Feng Zikai’s
“The Victory of Chinese Art in Modern Art’ and the Media Role of Japanese Works in Accepting
Western Ideas” iy 715 (B EMTETIAR MW EBRD 5 HERAE b £ 32 05 7 BARR I BB, p.
350). Feng’s use of this sentence might have been for the purpose of supporting his arguments
concerning the value of subjective impressions and self-expression.



