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THE CULTURAL REVOLUTION

The Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution, which took place between 1966
and 1976,! is referred to by many as the “ten lost years.” For artists such as Ye
Qianyu, who was beaten severely by his students and then jailed for nine years,
such a formulation would be entirely appropriate. For those such as Lin Feng-
mian, who kept his work out of Red Guard hands by scrubbing it to pulp on a
washboard,? even more than one decade of creative activity was lost. The
physical and psychological violence inflicted by some Red Guard students on
their teachers, their party leaders, and on each other has, understandably, pro-
duced a revulsion against any activity associated with the Cultural Revolution.
Older artists in particular associate the artistic images of the Cultural Revolu-
tion very directly with the torture they suffered. For most young and middle-
aged artists, however, the ten “lost years” included a good deal of painting,
even if it was not what we might consider high art.

With the ouster of Mao’s successor, Hua Guofeng, in 1979, the CCP took
a clear stand against the policies of the Cultural Revolution, The official analy-
sis of the Cultural Revolution by party historians is extremely negative, an
opinion that most Western observers share. Zhang Shaoxia and Li Xiaoshan,
for example, begin their discussion of Cultural Revolution art with quotations
from a 1981 party document: “History has proved that the Cultural Revolu-
tion was erroneously launched by the leadership, was used by a counterrevolu-
tionary group, and was an internal disturbance that brought severe suffering to
the nation and to the people of all its nationalities,”3

Although most people agree with this political line, such strong condemna-
tions have made it awkward for artists to discuss work they produced during
that period or to consider, except privately, its relationship to the art of pre-
ceding and succeeding periods. Even for those who were very active, the de-
cade is often described as a A‘_‘_big blank.” Many paintings made during the
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period have been destroyed, either iconoclastically or pragmatically—that is,
by recycling the canvas for new paintings or for scrap. Other works have been
returned to artists from the public collections in which they once were held.
One monumental image of Chairman Mao in swimming garb survives in the
studio of an art professor and in 1986 was in excellent condition, except for a
thick layer of dust (plate 10). The artists volunteered that they had kept the
painting only because they planned to reuse the canvas and large wooden
stretcher.

Another example is probably more typical. Because the artist lived in a city
far from the museum that owned his painting, the work was unstretched and
rolled up for return to him, thus cracking the paint. The artist, who remains
proud of the fame he enjoyed during the Cultural Revolution, was nevertheless
reluctant to keep the canvas in the studio he shared with several colleagues. In
1986, therefore, he stored it in the only available place: rolled up under the
bed in his small apartment.

Connoisseurs would be unlikely to lament the disappearance of stereo-
typed Cultural Revolution pictures with' the same sorrow they might bring
to the loss of L Fengmian’s oeuvre. Nevertheless, since modern scholarship
calls for evaluating the period on the basis of its documents rather than simply
eradicating the record, it is to be hoped that some of these paintings will
survive. Although the post-Mao destruction of Cultural Revolution art has suc-

ceeded in achieving a “ten-year gap” in the history of Chinese painting, thus "

making literal a concept that was in part ﬁgurative the Cultural Revo]ution _

r— it revived the strongly éntitradltxona] approach to Chinese pamtmg that had
ﬂour:shed in the early 1\9503 and successfully indoctrinated an entire genera-

~ tion of artists in a narrowly defined Maoist mode of art. For another, its rejec-
tion of professionalism in science and economics pushed many ambitious
young people into the arts. Finally, its populist emphasis expanded the practice
of official painting to regions of China that had previously produced little art.
Government cultural and personnel policies thus produced an artistic pool of
unprecedented breadth and talent. Unfortunately, this increase in the quantity
of promising artists was accompanied by a marked reduction in the number of
permissible styles and subjects. By 1974, a new and uniform official style was =
clearly recognizable. —

The political content of Cultural Revolution art, most of which promoted
Cultural Revolution policies, has been largely condemned since 1979. It is im-
portant to note that the rejection of such works in post-Mao China was ini-
tially based on thematic rather than aesthetic or stylistic grounds. Most Cul-
tural Revolution art was in fact directly descended from academic painting of
the 1950s and early 1960s, and, as we shall see, the best of it was painted by
academically trained artists. These pictures, for better or worse, must be seen
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as part of the continuous development of painting in the PRC. They had their
sources in earlier art; they left a profound legacy to the art of the 1980s.
'y Ir’“'”'" In short, the Cultural Revolution provided the artistic training for the third
' generation of Chinese artists, young painters who emerged in the early 1970s
through the official exhibition network and who remain active as official artists
and art professors| For most of them, traditional Chinese painting, with its
poetry and its lofty Ydeals, was an art practiced by artists of the past)the art of
the present was representational and was founded in the artist’s hufnan experi-
ences and practical concerns. We will describe the environment in which these
young artists flourished before concluding the book with a discussion of their
absorption by the post-Mao art academy system.

Artists were p ggu&larly prolific during two periods of the Cultural Rev-
olution. The first{burst of activity accompanied the Red Guard movement of
1966 through 1968, which destroyed the Communist party apparatus and dis-
mantled the educational system. The outlines of early Cultural Revolution
artistic activity seem like a parody of the land reform and thought reform
movements of the late 1940s and early 1950s, for in both eras zealous young
revolutionaries attacked those who held power under the old society. As in the
land reform movement, unauthorized violence against individuals was wide-
spread and targets were chosen somewhat capriciously.* Even artistic activity
paralleled that of the early postliberation period, for it was almost completely
limited to propaganda of an ephemeral nature. The second period of artistic
activity celebrated the rebuilding of the party between 1970 and 1976.°

Political Background: The Birth of the Red Guard Movement

The political history of the Cultural Revolution may be more complex than
that of any other period in recent Chinese history, but a schematic summary
will help understand how and why art was made during this time.6 Most his-
torians agree that the movement was launched by Mao Zedong with the goal
of removing his rivals in the party. Because he came to view his chosen suc-
cessor, Chairman Liu Shaogi, as an opponent, yet was unable to rally support
for his purge within the Communist party, he mobilized millions of students to
simply destroy the party apparatus. His goals were not known to most of his
supporters in 1966; moreover, his failure to control the activity he set in
motion led to massive human suffering and loss of life that were irrelevant to
those goals.”

A Red Guard chronology published in 1967 lists several important events
leading up to the Cultural Revolution. In February 1966, Jiang Qing held a
conference on military arts and literature at which praise for the thought
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of Chairman Mao was the dominant theme, In particular, she singled out
the Rent Collection Courtyard, a life-size sculptural installation made at the
Sichuan Academy of Arts, as a model for the art world.® Jiang Qing’s critical
stance was justified, according to the Red Guard version, by the approval of
workers, peasants, and soldiers. The proceedings of the meeting were issued in
April as the call for a “Cultural Revolution.” Peng Zhen, the Beijing mayor,
prepared a document in February that dealt with the proper implementation of
the Cultural Revolution.1® In response to his suggestions, the FLAC began a
campaign against Soviet revisionist art, academic art, and the capitalist trends
in art research. Mao nevertheless criticized Peng’s efforts as inadequate, and
Peng’s document was attacked for derailing Maoist policies.

On May 16, the Politburo, at Mao Zedong’s command, issued a paper re-
ferred to as the May 16 Circular, [t criticized Liu Shaogi and Deng Xiaoping
for “having let all of the ox-demons and snake-spirits out of their cages,” for
“stuffing up our newspapers, broadcasts, periodicals, books, textbooks, per-
formances, works of literature, and art, films, plays, operas, art, music, dance,
and so forth,” and for refusing to accept the leadership of the proletariat.1?
Four high Communist party officials were dismissed: army chief of staff Luo
Ruiqing, Beijing mayor Peng Zhen, director of the CCP Propaganda Depart-
ment Lu Dingyi, and director of the CCP Central Committee Office Yang
Shangkun.1? Staffing shifts were made throughout the propaganda apparatus
so that major newspapers became more responsive to Mao’s wishes. A new
Cultural Revolution Small Group (CRSG) was appointed directly under the
Standing Committee of the Politburo to direct the movement—which, at this
point, was official.

According to the Red Guard chronology, the principal art administrators
reacted to the news with alarm. Wang Zicheng, a Ministry of Culture adminis-
trator, and Hua Junwu, of the Chinese Artists Association, rushed back to
Beijing from Xingtai, Hebei, where they were engaged in work for the Four
Cleanups campaign. Cai Ruchong reportedly began making lists of good‘
“artworks” as defense against expected attacks on the Ministry of Culture and
CAA.13 The Red Guard journal reported with glee the chaos that broke out on
the Meishu editorial board in the wake of the May 16 Circular.1*

On May 25§, 1966, radical students at Beijing University posted big-
character posters denouncing the school’s president for suppressing student
political discussion. Most students initially supported the president, but a week
later Mao Zedong praised the contents of one of the posters. On June 1, Mao
approved national broadcast of the text of the big-character poster.!S By this
act, as the Red Guard viewed matters, he personally launched the Cultural
Revolution.'6 Zhou Yang and Lin Mohan, deputy directors of the party Prop-
aganda Department and Ministry of Culture, were openly attacked soon
after.17

317
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With Mao’s support thus withdrawn, most college party committees col-
lapsed. Student activists, garbed in faded army uniforms, marched from school
to school demonstrating against academic administrators. Wide leather belts
with heavy buckles, a standard part of the costume (see plate 10 and fig. 136),
were used by some students as weapons against those who failed to cooperate.
The Standing Committee of the Politburo dispatched work teams to prevent
anarchy on campuses. One prominent work team member was Wang Guang-

, Liu Shaoqi’s wife, who participated in efforts to organize students for
orderly criticism of specified cadres. This moderation was soon criticized as
obstructionist by Mao’s allies. Student activists involved in this early stage of
the Cultural Revolution and who cooperated with the work teams were often
sons and daughters of high officials, later referred to by the derogatory term
“royalists.”18 Neither the work teams nor the students understood who was
Mao’s real target in the early months of the campaign. As Mao and his close
supporters sought to unseat the parents of such student activists, they insti-
gated other students to attack the work teams, thus causing the first major fac-
tional split among the student activists.

By mid-June, all schools were closed. On June 4, some middle school stu-
dents at Qinghua University wrote a big-character poster with the slogan “Re-
bellion is justified!” By late July, Mao had removed the work teams from the
universities, and the students took charge. The name “Red Guard” was recog-
nized by Mao on August 1 as the name for student activists who supported
him.?

A meeting of Maoist members of the CCP Central Committee in early Au-
gust set forth guidelines on the goals of the Red Guard movement. The Red—
Guard were mandated, first, to overthrow those within the party who took the
capitalist road and, second, to uproot and destroy the “four olds”—meaning
old ideas, old culture, old customs, and the old habits of the explomng classes
to corrupt the masses.20 On August s Mao himself posted a big-character
poster on the door of-the room where the Central Committee met, calling on
the Red Guard to “Bombard the Headquarters” of his party opponents who
exercised “bourgeois dictatorship.”?1

Normal cultural activity in the capital largely ceased as students and
teachers organized to support the Red Guard movement. Guo Moruo had
made a self-criticism on April 10 in which he declared that all his work should
be burned.2?2 With attacks on Zhou Yang in late May, the cultural establish-
ment began to crumble. Over the course of the next year, well-known artists
were attacked in the press and in their studios. The guobua artist Huang Zhou
(see fig. 65), a staff painter of the military museum, was severely criticized, first
in Liberation Army Daily and then in People’s Daily.23 This vicious attack had
two reasons: he gave private painting lessons to one of Liu Shaoqi’s children,24
and he was close to Deng Tuo, an early target of the movement.?5 The mag-

|
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nitude of the movement precludes listing all artists who were victimized.2$
In general, all those who reached adulthood before 1949 had “historical
problems” that made them targets. In January 1967, when the Communist
bureaucracy was overthrown nationwide, Cai Ruohong and Hua Junwu were
targeted for attack and the Chinese Artists Association was “smashed.”??
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Red Guard Artists, 1966—1968: The Overthrow of the Establishment

Politica) histories of the Red Guard movement rarely mention Red Guard from
the art academies, for their small numbers and generally pacific attitudes had
little influence on the movement as a whole. Art histories, similarly, are unlikely
to mention Red Guard art, for it was, by definition, unofficial and was pro-
duced and publicized in chaotic circumstances. In any event, most young artists
devoted more energy to political activities than to art of any kind. Neverthe-
less, academic artists, including Red Guard art students, proved crucial in
establishing the visual images of the Cultural Revolution.?8 For example, two
contending Red Guard groups from the Central Academy of Arts and Crafts,
called, respectively, East Is Red and Jinggang Mountain, seized control of the
huge billboards at the northeast and northwest corners of Tiananmen Square.
Their competition was played out in the design and execution of huge painted
images, which became models for billboards nationwide.2?

During the spring in which the Cultural Revolution was launched, college
students and many teachers from CAFA were laboring in the countryside as
part of the rural Four Cleanups campaign.\The middle school students and
their teachers, who had remaified on campus, avidly joined the movement.
They threw themselves into painting murals, cartoons, and posters in support
of Chairman Mao and the Cultural Revolution, the most important functions
of young professional artists during the first three years of the Cultural Revolu-
tion. Among the activities in which they later participated was preparation of a
Red Guard exhibition that included propaganda pictures and confiscated
property.3°

In late May, CAFA college students were ordered back to campus. Soon
thereafter, in the earliest days of the movement on campus, the Mao Zedong
Thought Red Guard was formed, a student group that counted the oil painter
Ge Pengren and the guohua painter Deng Lin (a daughter of Deng Xiaoping)
among its officers.3!

The split between the pro—work team and anti-work team students men-
tioned above was only the first issue that factionalized the Red Guard. The
next step came in July 1966 with the “matched couplet debate.”32 According
to scholars of Chinese politics, the crisis began when a group of middle school
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students at the Beijing Aeronautical Institute posted a slogan in the form of
matched couplets reading: “If the father’s a hero, the son’s a real man; if the
father’s a counterrevolutionary, the son’s a bastard.”33 The slogan, which
sought to make class distinctions hereditary, spread throughout the city, pro-
voking controversy and antagonism within the Red Guard movement. Red
Guard students in the colleges of music, drama, and art had particularly in-
tense reactions to the slogan, for many of them came from “bad” class back-
grounds. A Beijing artist recalls that Red Guard from revolutionary families
began marching, demonstrating, and chanting the slogan. He remembers with
particular indignation how the mob would apprehend any fellow Red Guard
at will and require him or her to state loudly his class background. Students
from ill-favored backgrounds, such as the children of bourgeois intellectuals,
organized antislogan groups. More demonstrations in favor of the slogan were
held, and a formal debate between advocates and opponents of the concept
took place on August 6,34 the day after Mao Zedong wrote his big-character
poster calling upon Red Guard to “Bombard the Headquarters.”

According to one former Red Guard, CAFA was occupied for three days
by middle school students from all over Beijing who came to observe or par-
ticipate in a debate at the Beijing Conservatory.35 Some children of high of-
ficials, including Deng Xiaoping’s artist daughter, publicly opposed the slogan.
Siblings and friends found themselves bitterly divided. Heavily outnumbered
CAFA Red Guard opposed the slogan with great vigor but were nonetheless
defeated.3¢ As proslogan students eventually prevailed nationwide, aspiring
Red Guard from bad backgrounds were required to denounce their parents. A
Hong Kong newspaper reported in November that students from the “seven
black categories” were expelled from schools in Canton by the Red Guard un-
less they condemned their families.?”7 For most of the subsequent decade, a per-
son’s class background was considered hereditary and determined access to
employment and education.

Mao Zedong and the reorganized CCP leadership received Red Guard
who traveled to Beijing from all over the nation on eight occasions between
August 18 and December 1966. It has been estimated that the total number of
Red Guard assembled at Tiananmen Square in the course of these receptions
was between ten and thirteen million.38 CAFA faculty and students hastened
to participate in these patriotic events; as a result, Mao’s meetings with the
Red Guard became a favorite subject for young artists. An anonymous oil
painting, Chairman Mao’s Heart Beats as One with the Hearts of the Revolu-
tionary Masses (fig. 110), published in 1968, was prepared for one of the Red
Guard art exhibitions held in 1967.39 Mao, dressed in a military uniform,
strides across a stone bridge in front of the old palace to shake the hands of his
young supporters on Tiananmen Square. The demonstrators are a_carefully

varied group of student Red Guard, W?Fk?;?’; gpd_QGiﬁigr_s of both sexes. Be-
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hind Mao are key Cultural Revolution leaders: Lin Biao, Chen Boda, Jiang
Qing, Kang Sheng, and Zhou Enlai. All but Kan_g and Zhou are garbed in

military unlforms, empha51zmg Mao’s rehance on the army to mamtam order
after his purge of the CCP.

" "The authors of this painting are believed to have been a group of teachers
and young students from CAFA—including one Soviet-trained artist and one
taught by Xu Beihong—who worked collectively.4? Because the socialist realist
style encouraged by Jiang Qing and other Cultural Revolution leaders requires
more technical skill than most Red Guard had, and because the paintings in
major exhibitions tended to be extraordinarily large, collaboration in the plan-
ning and execution of the compositions was common. If Mao were to be the
focus of the picture, as he usually was, it was especially important that his face
be executed as skillfully as possible. In many cases, then, an experienced oil
painter—normally a teacher—would be sought to help with this crucial part
of the picture,

In Chairman Mao’s Heart Beats as One, the artist who executed the face
of Mao Zedong was a painter capable of both subtle effects of chiaroscuro and
representational accuracy. The hand responsible for depicting the students at
the right, by contrast, was far less skilled. The images of Chen Boda, the
plump bespectacled figure, Jiang Qing, Lin Biao, Kang Sheng, and Zhou Enlai
are technically superior to those of the Red Guard opposite them, but still
weaker than the rendering of Mao. The image of Zhou Enlai, who stands
prominently in the painting’s foreground, is the least well rendered of the gov-
ernment officials. Thus, at least three different hands may be discerned in the
execution of this picture, a situation typical of the collaboration encouraged by
the communistic ideals of the Cultural Revolution. Another group of CAFA
professors, including Hou Yimin and Jin Shangyi, were required to paint a
more polished version of this composition for the 1972 National Exhibition
(fig. x11).

The precise course of development of the Red Guard movement among art
students in Beijing remains unclear, but former Red Guard from CAFA agree
on the major events of the 1966—1967 period, namely: the 1966 smashing of
the plaster casts used in drawing instruction; the Black Painting Exhibition of
1966 and the beating of old professors; the bloodlines debate of 1966; the fac-
tional battles and hostage taking of 1967; and the “Long Live the Victory of
Chairman Mao’s Revolutionary Line” Exhibition of October 1967. Although
some CAFA Red Guard were in the crowd that watched the torching of the
British embassy in August 1967,4! most considered it a minor event.

Early in the 1966 frenzy of student activism, sometime around August 25,
“revolutionary students and teachers of the Central Academy of Fine Arts”
conducted a dramatic symbolic event: the smashing of the instructional plaster
statues.*? An integral part of the CAFA curriculum, as of European academies

321
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FIGURE 110

Anonymous, Chairman Mao's Heart
Beats as One with the Hearts of the
Revolutionary Masses, ca. 1967, oil
painting.

on which that curriculum was based, was the rendering in pencil or charcoal of
plaster casts of famous European and Asian sculptures. Now, however, declar-
ing that the academy’s collection of plasters, which included reproductions of
such works as Michelangelo’s David, the Venus de Milo, and the Apollo Belve-
dere, represented the “four olds,” CAFA Red Guard ritually destroyed the
pieces with axes and shovels. They then threw the remnants onto a bonfire,
parading around it in a victory celebration. Since completion of the ambitious
undertaking required a great deal of physical exertion, the art students were
assisted by students from the physical education department of Beijing Normal
University.

One of the most appalling events of the early Cultural Revolution period
involved violence against people as well as property. In order to smash “the
power-holding faction,” a black painting exhibition was held at CAFA by the
Red Army group of the CAFA middle school, a group composed chiefly of
radicalized sons and daughters of high-cadre families. Works of art, including
paintings by Dong Xiwen, were stripped from the academy gallery for castiga-
tion, At least four faculty members, Ye Qianyu, Luo Gongliu, Li Kuchan, and
Huang Yongyu, were beaten with belts and belt buckles by Red Guard stu-
dents and faculty. Witnesses and participants in this dreadful spectacle still re-
call vividly the conduct of each victim as he was publicly tortured. After being
physically humiliated, most old artists and administrators were incarcerated in
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FIGURE II1I

Hou Yimin, Deng Shu, Jin Shangyi, Zhan
Jianjun, Luo Gongliu, Yuan Hao, and
Yang Lin’gui, We Must Implement the
Proletarian Cultural Revolution to the
Finish, 1972, oil on canvas.

makeshift prisons on campus, referred to as ox-pens, since the prisoners were
called, in Mao’s terms, ox-demons and snake-spirits.

The CAFA Red Guard, like those in other institutions, formed themselves
into small activist groups that coordinated revolutionary activities. One artist
in Shanghai maintains that all members of his work unit were Red Guard,
unless they received the label of ox-demon or snake-spirit. This high level of
participation appears to have been the case in Beijing arts units, as well,
though some young people, particularly early Red Guard activists and others
who withdrew after their parents fell victim to the campaign, declined to
take part.*3 In practice, the movement pitted young artists against their older
teachers.

In the fall of 1966, Red Guard were encouraged to make “Long Marches,”
in emulation of the earlier travels of the Red Army.** Most Red Guard from
CAFA went to the countryside, including Yan’an, known as “the sacred spot
of the revolution.” One typical group of young artists went to Datong during
the winter of 1966—1967 to make propaganda paintings for a memorial to
coal miners who died during the Japanese occupation. While the students were
away, workers at the college guarded their captives in the ox-pens. Art stu-
dents from other parts of China camped out in Beijing art institutions while
the usual occupants were absent.
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In January and February 1967, the “National Assembly of Red Art Reb-
els” met in the National Art Gallery in Beijing to attack “the seventeen years
of the black line in literature and art” and to struggle against the capitalist
roaders in the art world.#5 The “rebels” included students and young artists
affiliated with art and film academies, the CAA, and institutes of Chinese
painting; they had traveled to Beijing from all over the nation. The Ministry of
Culture auditorium, the National Art Gallery, and the CAFA auditorium were
converted into “national liaison stations” for Red Guard affiliated with arts in-
stitutions. One important function of such stations was to arrange shelter for
fellow radicals from out of town. According to one former Red Guard leader,
his group was granted $3,000 RMB by the Ministry of Culture, which can
have been no more than a hollow shell by this time, to fund their criticism
meetings and to publish a set of propaganda posters.*¢ If that indeed occurred,
“rebellion” in the art world had taken on an “official” face.

The primary targets of the rebels’ campaign were the national CAA leaders
Hua Junwu, Cai Ruohong, and Wang Zhaowen, although academy leaders Liu
Kaiqu and Zhang Ding were presented for criticism as well. (A participant
who traveled from Kunming to Beijing to attend the conference recalls that the
seriousness of the event was marred by the cartoonist Hua Junwu’s presenta-
tion. He was required to stand for criticism before the audience with an exam-
ple of his politically erroneous art held above his head. His cartoon was so
funny that the audience began to titter and was unable to generate the neces-
sary indignation at his alleged crimes.) On the second day of the meeting, the
rebels confiscated the official seal of the CAA. This traditional Chinese gesture
of seizing power had the practical effect of preventing deposed CAA officials
from issuing any official documents or correspondence. On January 19, the
Ministry of Culture was seized by a group called the Revolutionary Rebel Joint
Committee.*’

By February 15, 1967, 2 Red Guard art periodical had been founded in
distant Kunming. Qianjunbang (The One-Ton Cudgel; fig. 112) was a single-
sheet poster issued by the Yunnan Red Art Rebels Liaison Station, which occu-
pied the local CAA branch, and cost five Chinese cents. According to one con-
tributor, it was one of the earliest publications for Red Guard of the art world
and was avidly read by artists all over China. The provincial branch of the
FLAC was not actually abolished, though it changed both its function, which
now was to issue Red Guard propaganda, and its name, which became Rev-
olutionary Rebel Corps. The new propaganda publications, not surprisingly,
bypassed regular pre—Cultural Revolution dissemination procedures. Rather
than working with a publisher, the Red Guard artists simply took their
artwork to the printing factory, which produced it at cost, as an act of patrio-
tism. The Red Guard then distributed their product nationally.

Several of the artists who emerged in Yunnan were trained at CAFA. One
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The One-Ton Cudgel (Qianjunbang),
broadsheet, no. 1, Feb. 15, 1967, pub-
lished by the Yunnan Red Art Rebels
Liaison Station, collection of Sun Jingbo.

of them, Sun Jingbo, a graduate of the CAFA middle school, produced a poster
in 1967 to promote the slogan “Struggle with words, not with weapons” (fig.
113). The fierce expression on his figure’s face is typical of Red Guard prop-
aganda and was probably influenced by theatrical conventions of Jiang Qing’s
nE_clf_!___g_gggg. Otherwise, the charcoal rendering of a well-muscled female
figure with arm extended is a testimony to his academic training in anatomy,
perspective, and Soviet-style rendering. Similarly, an exhibition poster
announcing a “Proletarian Cultural Revolution Painting Exhibition” in com-
memoration of the twenty-fifth anniversary of Mao’s Yan’an Talks has been
attributed to Jiang Tiefeng, a 1964 graduate of the CAFA printmaking depart-
ment (fig. 114).

In June 1967, the CAFA Red Guard began publishing a monthly magazine
called Art Storm (Meishu fenglei).*8 Although the editorial offices were on the
CAFA campus, the periodical was in fact a joint effort of Red Guard groups
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FIGURE 113

Sun Jingbo, “Struggle with words, not
with weapons,” 1967, poster, published
by the Studio of the Yunnan FLAC
United Struggle Team and Yunnan Red
Art Rebels Liaison Station, collection of
the artist, ’

from most Beijing art institutions. The sponsoring organizations were the
Great United Congress of CAFA Classes and Departments; the Red [Guard)
Congress Central Academy of Fine Arts Prairie Fire Armed Struggle Team;+’
the Red [Guard] Congress Central Academy of Arts and Crafts East Is Red
Commune; the Middle School Red [Guard] Congress CAFA Middle School
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FIGURE 114

Jiang Tiefeng, “Proletarian Cultural
Revolution Painting Exhibition,” 1967,
poster, collection of Sun Jingbo.

Antirevisionist Brigade; the CAA Red Rebel Group; the Museum of Chinese
Revolutionary History Revolutionary Rebel United Committee; the Chinese
National Art Gallery Red Rebel Group; the Chinese Art Research Center
Cultural Revolution Delegates Small Group; the Beijing Painting Institute Mao
Zedong Thought Armed Struggle Group Revolutionary Committee; the Peo-
ple’s Art Press Red Small Soldiers Armed Struggle Corps; the People’s Art
Press Prairie Fire; and the CAFA Sculpture Creation Studio Ten Thousand
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Mountains Red Corps.5 Many of these units were dominated by CAFA stu-
dents or graduates.

The first issue of Art Storm reported on a June 6 conference entitled “Cut
Off Liu Shaogi’s Black Hand in the Art World—Thoroughly Eliminate the
Poisonous Weeds Erected as Steles and Biographies for Liu Shaogi.” Art and
culture leaders were brought to the Museum of Revolutionary History for
face-to-face attacks before delegates of the labor congress (gongdaibui), mili-
tary, and art world revolutionary rebels. Those who appeared—Qi Yanming,
Xu Pingyu, Wang Yeqiu, Cai Ruohong, Hua Junwu, Shao Yu, Li Zhaobing,
Xu Binru, and Chen Pei—were held responsible for the production and pub-
lication of “dog portraits” of Liu Shaoqi.’!

The remainder of the June issue was devoted to castigating art in which
portraits of Liu Shaoqi appeared. In one heinous example, it was found that
172,077 copies of Hou Yimin’s oil painting Liu Shaogqi and the Anyuan Coal
Miners (fig. 78) had been published by People’s Art Press between 1962 and
1965.52 Hou Yimin, notably, was considered by Xu Binru, director of the
Museum of Revolutionary History, to be an expert in painting the “Liu-
demon.” Other targets included the Hangzhou professor and Maksimov stu-
dent Wang Dewei, who had exhibited a handsome painting of Liu Shaoqi in
the forest talking to lumbermen in the 1964—1965 national exhibitions;53 and
the CAFA professor Li Qi, who had painted a guohua portrait of Liu. In a pat-
tern we observed during the anti—Jiang Feng campaign, the erroneous art pro-
duced between 1961 and 1965 was blamed both on its artists and on politi-
cians, in this case Deng Xiaoping, Lu Dingyi, and Zhou Yang.*4

On May 23, 1967, after a year of destruction, the Cultural Revolution
Small Group announced the establishment of a literature and arts group under
the direction of Jiang Qing. Other members of the group included Zhang
Chungiao, Yao Wenyuan, and Qi Benyu. Liu Jucheng was to direct artistic
activity. May also featured an exhibition of paintings by the Proletarian Cul-
tural Revolution Red Painting Guard at the former Rongbaozhai Gallery. It
was sponsored by various other Red Guard art groups from the publishing
industry, including publishers of the periodical Art War Gazette (Meishu
zhanbao).55 Another exhibition, called “Long Live the Victory of Mao Zedong
Thought Revolutionary Painting” and prepared by eighty rebel units, was held
at the Chinese National Art Gallery on May 28, 1967, in honor of the twenty-
fifth anniversary of the Yan’an Talks. A meeting of almost a thousand people
was held in conjunction with the exhibition, at which former art leaders,
including Cai. Ruohong and Hua Junwu, were once again attacked and
humiliated.s®

In June, the Red Guard Congress CAFA Prairie Fire Great Criticism Bri-
gade began a campaign against artists who had worked in Chongging during
World War 11, allegedly in collaboration with Liu Shaogi. Their leader was
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said to have been former culture Minister Xia Yan, and they included the
prominent artists, critics, and cultural figures Zhang Ding, Ye Qianyu, Huang
Miaozi, Zhang Guangyu, Zhang Zhengyu, Hu Kao, Yu Feng, Ai Qing, and
Ding Cong.5”

The following issue of Art Storm included an attack on the Beijing Chinese
Painting Institute for being a royal painting academy run by Deng Xiaoping
and Liu Shaoqgi. Liu was attacked for the mild comments he had made in sup-
port of guobhua during the Hundred Flowers campaign (see above, p. 180). The
Red Guard asserted that Mao and Zhou Enlai had intended the institute to
paint socialist realist pictures but that the Propaganda Department and Beijing
municipal government had led it astray. The original leadership, significantly,
included no party members, and two of the four directors were rightists. The
director of the Beijing Cultural Bureau had apparently claimed that the
Chinese Painting Institute was rather like a Culture and History Hall (Wenshi-
guan) and need not be so politically activist.5®8 Emphasizing those circum-
stances, its director, Cui Zifan, had , according to the Red Guard, devoted him-
self to raising birds. The institute was always deserted, with only a few doves
strutting about, like an old temple. Even worse, the Red Guard asserted, was
that many of its artists had held exhibitions and published one-man albums
during the famine years.’® As in the Anti-Rightist campaign, the facts may
have been accurate, but their interpretations were somewhat hysterical.

Between June 10 and 12, 1967, a “ten thousand person meeting” was held
at the Beijing Workers Stadium under the auspices of the literature and arts
group of the CRSG. Chen Boda, Qi Benyu, revolutionary groups from art
units, and one of the Rent Collection Courtyard artists delivered speeches. Lu
Dingyi, Zhou Yang, Xia Yan, and others were presented for “struggle” by the
masses.® On July 1, seven or eight hundred people met in the CAFA auditor-
ium to “struggle” (attack) Cai Ruohong. Hua Junwu received similar treatment
on July 10 and 11; Zhou Yang and Lin Mohan appeared on July 23 and 24.5?
It was announced on July 21, 1967, that a new cultural administration, prob-
ably intended to assume the functions of the old Ministry of Culture, would be
formed under the CRSG literature and arts group. None of the leaders of this
new administration’s art section were artists we have mentioned before. On
August 2, Zhou Yang was “struggled” once again in the CAFA auditorium by
this new organization.62 Most old artists lived under guard and were prohib-
ited from painting during these years.

A new school directorate, called the Preparatory Group for the CAFA
Revolutionary Committee, was announced by the literature and arts group of
the CRSG on August 3, with Chen Bo, a leftist former administrator, put
in charge.63 The new group, however, failed to restore order; instead the
Red Guard factions fought to gain control of the school Revolutionary
Committee.%4
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At the same time that power was being successfully wrested from former
arts leaders, Red Guard art groups began struggling internally. In 1967, de-
spite efforts by Zhou Enlai and others to prevent such divisions, Red Guard
throughout Beijing split into several antipathetic groups.®> A primary reason
for the rifts was power struggles over control of the Red Guard Congress and
the new Beijing Revolutionary Committee.5¢ Such tensions appeared in the
art world, as elsewhere, as early as the Red Guard seizure of the CAA in
January.6” The most decisive splits in Beijing were between the Sky faction,
named for the Red Flag group of the Beijing Aeronautical Institute, and the
Earth faction, named for the East Is Red group of the Geology Institute. By
June 1967, the Earth faction had won control of the Red Guard Congress.

Most schools in Beijing divided internally along similar lines. According to
CAFA historians, the CAFA Red Guard decisively split in May 1967.6% Each
side aligned itself with one of the two predominant factions in Beijing, and
both groups engaged in even more extreme behavior than had already been
displayed. Hong Yung Lee has found the Earth faction students in Beijing to
be, in general, children of less prestigious class backgrounds, more politically
radical, and more closely linked to Jiang Qing and the Cultural Revolution
Small Group. The Sky faction students were from better—that is, more
revolutionary—class backgrounds, were more moderate politically, and tended
to be sympathetic to Zhou Enlai’s administrative methods.? Ideological differ-
ences between the two groups in the art world, if they existed, are difficult to
assess. No trace of them is evident, at least to the foreign reader, in Art Storm,
which was aligned with the Earth faction. Participants in a May 18 symposium
to commemorate Mao’s Yan’an Talks included Red Guard from twelve units,
including factory workers, clerks, the Great United Congress of CAFA Classes
and Departments, the Red Guard Congress CAFA Prairie Fire, and the East Is
Red group of the Geology Institute. It was, thus, likewise an activity of the
Earth faction. Former Red Guard artists tend to agree that the factions in each
art institution had their own dynamics and were based in part on personal
friendships and animosities.

As in other institutions, “class background” played some role in factional
alignments within CAFA. Some of the Revolutionary Alliance/Red Flag Red
Guard, which was aligned with the Sky faction, were sons and daughters of
revolutionary martyrs, cadres, or soldiers or were of peasant or worker stock,
Some Prairie Fire Red Guard, aligned with the Earth faction, were children of
intellectuals or of bourgeois stock. Revolutionary Alliance/Red Flag members
were more likely than Prairie Fire Red Guard to be prominent party members.

On the whole, however, the factional divisions within the art academy
seem to have corresponded less with family background than with social fac-
tors, such as studio assignments and friendships. The Revolutionary Alliance/
Red Flag faction at CAFA, for example, was dominated by young faculty
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trained in the Soviet Union, assigned to the Soviet-style oil painting studio
(Studio Two), or trained in Luo Gongliu’s oil painting class between 1960
and 1963. Most were party members with considerable experience in pre-
vious movements and born of good revolutionary stock. One Revolutionary
Alliance/Red Flag organizer had been instrumental in the Maoist criticisms at
CAFA in the fall of 1964 and was a focus of factional animosity. Former Red
Guard have described this group, in late 1950s parlance, as the group that was
both red and professional. Many CAFA middle school students, especially chil-
dren of revolutionary cadres, allied themselves with this group.

The opposing faction at CAFA, the Prairie Fire group, was dominated by
young oil painting instructors from Studio Three, the national-style studio. The
group seems to have been less well unified than the Revolutionary Alliance/Red
Flag group, and to have evolved in opposition to the other faction rather than
as a result of any compelling affinity among group members. It reportedly in-
cluded some graduates of Maksimov’s class and many of the school’s under-
graduate students. A former Prairie Fire Red Guard describes his group as con-
sisting of technically skilled artists with few personal political ambitions.
Although it was difficult to remain unaligned, lest one be victimized by both
factions, one former student has estimated that, as the conflicts grew more
dangerous, as many as a third of the art students dropped out of the movement
altogether.

Whether the differences were ideological, class-based, or personal, the fac-
tional split was important, in some cases leading to bloodshed.”” Activists of
both stripes believed that they were on the correct side of the power struggle.
Each faction sought to attract attention by doing a better job implementing the
decrees of Chairman Mao, and intense competition developed as to which Red
Guard faction would be assigned to handle a particular “case.” For example, it
was reported in the press that the Red Flag unit from the Peking Foreign Lan-
guages Institute, a group aligned with the Earth faction, broke into the Foreign
Ministry on about May 16, 1967, after having been passed over by Zhou Enlai
in their bid to conduct the official criticism of former head of state Liu
Shaogi.”?

As factional loyalties solidified by 1967, non-CAFA representatives from
the Sky or Earth factions sought to participate in criticizing victims. In some
instances a work of art or even a person to be criticized would be seized and
hidden from the opposing faction. Opposing Red Guard groups at CAFA
occupied the two largest buildings on campus as forts. Rocks were catapulted
back and forth across the athletic field. The Prairie Fire group held the three-
story art gallery, which was strategically located at the edge of campus. The
Revolutionary Alliance/Red Flag group set up their headquarters in the two-
story library in the center of campus. Battles and hostage taking of Red Guard
from opposing factions became serious. One notorious incident in the conflict
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was the capture by Prairie Fire partisans of the oil painting instructor Wen
Lipeng, a graduate of Luo Gongliu’s class and the son of the poet-martyr Wen
Yiduo. He was eventually freed by Revolutionary Alliahce/Red Flag partisans,
who believe they saved his life from the Earth faction Red Guard.”2

Older faculty continued to be physically and mentally abused throughout
the first year and a half of the Cultural Revolution. As we have seen, CAFA
party committee member and oil painting instructor Hou Yimin, initially
sympathetic to the Prairie Fire group, eventually became a Red Guard target
himself. Not only did he paint the disgraced Liu Shaoqi and the Anyuan Coal
Miners for the Museum of Revolutionary History, but he also had a “land-
lord” family background and he liked to collect antiques. He was reportedly
hung by his arms and beaten; his Soviet-trained wife, Deng Shu, suffered a
heart attack when she was assaulted. Wang Shikuo endured torture at the
hands of Red Guard hoping to force a confession of espionage; his wife was
dragged down two flights of stairs by her hair.” The desire to forget the “ten
lost years” by most of those involved is completely understandable.

Red Guard Art

The Central Academy of Fine Arts succeeded in attracting national attention
for its propaganda work at the height of the movement. A People’s Daily re-
port of February 23, 1967, records that “rebel artists” of CAFA had drawn
propaganda pictures based on Mao’s quotations, “a new event in the Great
Proletarian Cultural Revolution and a great initiative of the fine arts circle.”74
The following day a foreign reporter described lines of workers at post offices
and other public institutions waiting to purchase a “news sheet caricaturing
thirty-nine targets of the Cultural Revolution.””S This poster fits the descrip-
tion of an elaborate cartoon designed by Weng Rulan, an advanced under-
graduate in the CAFA guohbua department.’ The version reproduced here (fig.
115) bears the title “A Crowd of Clowns” and was issued by a transitory Red
Guard group, the Preparatory Office for the Struggle Peng [Zhen], Lu [Dingyi),
Luo [Ruiging], and Yang [Shangkun]’s Counterrevolutionary Revisionist
Group.”7 At the time the poster was made, this organization occupied offices in
the municipal government complex,”® a situation no doubt resulting from the
January overthrow of the city government.

According to the artist, the poster depicts the first thirty-nine high-ranking
targets of the Cultural Revolution in the order they were purged from govern-
ment. The figures are caricatured so as to reflect their personal quirks and politi-
cal position. The artist, whose father was a professor of history, established
her iconography by discussing the purged leaders with her father’s friends,
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most of whom were idly passing time at home after having been purged them-
selves. They were able to supply colorful anecdotes that helped the young artist
understand the significance of the purges, and gave her hints about the best-
known foibles of individual leaders.

One of the many ironies of the Cultural Revolution is that the young peo-
ple used by Mao for his own political ends were products of the very system
they overthrew. Weng Rulan, for example, was at the time a twenty-two-year-
old Beijing native educated in New China. Her father was a specialist in the
Yuan dynasty who taught at Beijing Normal University, and her mother taught
at the National Minorities Institute. Weng Rulan was recognized for her artis-
tic talent as a child; when she was eleven her work was included in an exhibi-
tion of children’s art sent to Yugoslavia and published in China.”” In 19586, at
the age of twelve, she was accepted at the CAFA middle school, the most pres-
tigious of the nation’s specialized art boarding schools.

During Weng Rulan’s six years in the middle school, she pursued a curric-
ulum that included regulat high school classes but emphasized technical train-
ing in art, Many of her teachers were the best graduates of the CAFA college
and graduate programs. Her middle school class was part of a short-lived ex-
periment in full implementation of Soviet arts education, for it admitted stu-
dents directly from elementary school. The administration, however, found
that the young students presented special difficulties that the staff could not
handle and the following year reluctantly returned to a shorter four-year
course. Otherwise, the fundamental curriculum remained largely the same until
the Cultural Revolution,8°

A younger artist who studied at the middle school from 1963 to 1968 re-
members the curriculum as follows. In the first two years, the course work was
roughly evenly divided between art courses and regular academic work.5! By
the third year, the balance had shifted so that art occupied about 75 percent of
class time. Specialized subjects such as calligraphy, oil painting, and Chinese
painting were taught according to a daily rotation. Drawing and watercolor
painting, which in turn required a solid understanding of form and color, con-
stituted the core of the students’ technical training. Instruction in drawing fol-
lowed the Chistiakov system, proceeding from the depiction of geometric ob-
jects in space, such as spheres, cubes, and cones, to drawing plaster casts of
famous sculptures, and finally to rendering the human form. At mandatory
evening study halls the students usually practiced their drawing, sometimes
posing for one another.82 According to the former director, at least 9o percent
of the graduates went on to college, presumably at an art school.

Weng Rulan graduated from the CAFA middle school in 1962, Examina-
tions for admission to CAFA were not conducted in that year, but faculty from
the college personally selected students they wished to see enter the five-year
CAFA college program. Weng was ‘chosen as a student by Ye Qianyu, chair-
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FIGURE II§

Weng Rulan, “A Crowd of Clowns,”
1967, poster, detail (opposite),
collection of the artist,

man of the guohua department, and thus became a guohua figure painter.
Much of Ye Qianyu’s work is very linear, and Weng became a specialist in the
outline style,

By the time the Cultural Revolution began in 1966, Weng had completed
four years of her five-year guobua major, had undergone ten years of profes-
sional art training at CAFA, and was thoroughly steeped in the principles and
history of Communist art. The complex composition and amusing caricatures
of “A Crowd of Clowns” are very much a product of that careful training. In
her cartoon can clearly be seen the legacy of her teacher’s style (fig. 48), whose
figures include slightly squared shoulders and knees and lively variations in line
width, a stylistic heritage she did not reject even though Ye Qianyu was an
early target of the Red Guard.

The composition of “A Crowd of Clowns” has many possible models
within the academy. One that comes immediately to mind is a wianbua by
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Hong Bo, former party secretary of CAFA, which was well known after its
publication in the catalogue for the 1949 national exhibition (fig. 7). Twenty-
five north Chinese peasants and Communist cadres parade across Hong Bo’s
picture in celebration of heroes of the civil war. They are arranged in a serpen-
tine fashion, so as to leave space for each figure. Members of the varied group
travel by foot, horse cart, and horseback, are garbed in peasant style or blue
cotton work clothes, and carry slogan-emblazoned banners, drums, folk trum-
pets, and cymbals.

Just as preliberation woodcuts reworked the established iconographic
forms of folk art to help Mao Zedong in propaganda battles of the 1940s, so
Weng Rulan manipulated icons of early Communist art to attack the CCP’s
ousted leaders on Mao’s behalf. The first of the thirty-nine figures in “A
Crowd of Clowns” is Lu Dingyi, director of the CCP Propaganda Department
and minister of culture. Lu beats a broken drum that emits noises such as
“dogmatism,” “pragmatism,” and “simplification.” Wu Han, Liao Mosha, and
Deng Tuo, who had been attacked for criticizing Mao in their writings, follow.
Deposed vice-minister of culture Xia Yan blows a trumpet that sounds “The
30s”; he stands alongside Zhou Yang, whose own trumpet urges “The Wang
Ming Line,” “Literature of National Defense,” and “Oppose Lu Xun.”
Each figure is labeled and satirized. The playwright Tian Han wears a
Peking opera robe, the collar of which is embroidered with the word “anti-
party.” General Luo Ruiging, whose leg is in a cast, is carried in a basket.
(Luo broke his leg the previous year in an unsuccessful suicide leap from a
building.)83

Wang Guangmei, Liu Shaoqi’s wife, rides a bicycle in the high heels,
sheath dress, and jewelry for which the Red Guard ridiculed her.84 A book,
The Sayings of Chairman Liu, rests on the front of her bicycle, and a pile of
hats on the rear. The hats are labeled “counterrevolutionary,” “true rightist,”
“false leftist,” “antiparty type,” and so forth. Marshall He Long stands behind
her, depicted with exaggerated emphasis on his hairy chest, arms, and mus-
tache. He wears Peking opera flags on his back that bear the “If the father’s a
hero” slogan, and thus is portrayed as a supporter of the “bloodlines” Red
Guard group. Following in sedan chairs are Liu Shaoqi, Deng Xiaoping, and
their supporters. Deng plays bridge with cards that read “king” and “work
teams.”

The ridicule of purged party leaders had a venerable history by the time
Weng made her poster. Her work, in fact, treats her subject much more mildly
than some humorless cartoons of 1955, which portray the disgraced Hu Feng
as a thoroughly evil tiger or villain. Nevertheless, “A Crowd of Clowns” makes
a statement relevant to Red Guard factionalism as well as to high-level politics.
Trailing behind the last purged leader are a ragged line of small figures carry-
ing the tattered flags of rival rebel groups: West Guard, East Guard, United
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Action Committee (UAC), Red Flag Army, and so forth.85 These groups were
all associated with the slogan “If the father’s a hero, the son’s a real man; if the
father’s a counterrevolutionary, the son’s a bastard.” The flags on He Long’s
back that bear this slogan are thus an intentional irony, for his son was.a UAC
leader.86 In this way the young Red Guard activist was attacked with what
amounted to his own slogan, for once his venerable father had been con-
demned, he had no choice but to assume the bastard label himself. According
to Gao Gao and Yan Jiaqi, the conflict between the UAC, a group composed
largely of children of high officials, and other Red Guard groups, who had
overthrown these same officials, reached its height on about May 29, 1967, at
anniversary celebrations for the founding of the Red Guard.?”

Not only was Weng Rulan’s placard made available to workers in Beijing,
but it was also posted throughout the city’s diplomatic district. It was even
mailed to foreign purchasers of Chinese books and periodicals, the source of
the version reproduced here. Such wide distribution marked a great publicity
victory for the Red Guard faction with which the artist was affiliated.

Many of the published works from the early years of the Cultural Revolu-
tion were painted for one of the many Red Guard—organized exhibitions.
Some former Red Guard artists have even suggested that the organization of
Beijing exhibitions was factionalized, with specific Red Guard groups taking
charge of each. The idea seems reasonable in light of the extreme animosity
that developed between the groups, though most former Red Guard claim that
loyalty to Chairman Mao outweighed factional attachments. For important ex-
hibitions, then, competing factions might cooperate. The important May 28
exhibition at the Chinese National Art Gallery opened during the worst strug-
gles for control of the Red Guard Congress, but no traces of the factional con-
flict appear in Art Storm.

The Red Guard, inspired by the cult of Mao Zedong and guided by Jiang
Qing, set out to construct a new pictorial history for the People’s Republic of
China, one that dramatized Mao’s revolutionary role and minimized that of
most other Communist leaders. A publication of the period asserts: “It is
Chairman Mao who points the correct direction for the revolutionary literary
and art workers. It is Comrade Jiang Qing, courageous standard-bearer of the
great Cultural Revolution, who persists along Chairman Mao’s revolutionary
line in literature and art and leads the proletarian revolutionaries in these fields
in creating model revolutionary productions for the stage.”88

One well-publicized exhibition of the period was “Long Live the Victory
of Chairman Mao’s Revolutionary Line,” which opened at the Chinese
National Art Gallery on October 1, 1967, and subsequently toured the nation.
Sixteen hundred works were exhibited, of which 6o percent were by workers,
peasants, and soldiers.8? Presumably, then, 40 percent of the works were by
professionals. Chairman Mao’s Heart Beats as One with the Hearts of the Rev-
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olutionary Masses (fig. 110), an oil painting prepared for this exhibition, is
believed to have been painted primarily by CAFA faculty and students aligned
with the Revolutionary Alliance/Red Flag group.®

An event that proved unexpectedly significant for artists nationwide was
“Mao Zedong’s Thought Illuminates the Anyuan Worker’s Movement” (Mao
Zedong sixiang guanghui zhaoliang Anyuan gongren geming yundong), a
didactic exhibition that opened in October 1967 and for which the Cultural
Revolution icon Chairman Mao Goes to Anyuan was painted (fig. 116).°! The
exhibition was organized at the Museum of Revolutionary History by the
national labor union. Most of the historical displays were prepared by profes-
sors of party history and students from People’s University and Beijing Uni-
versity. A small group of artists was invited to prepare paintings of the seven
journeys Chairman Mao made to Anyuan. These artists have been associated
with the Sky faction of CAFA and CAAC by participants and observers sym-
pathetic to that group.

The political purpose of this activity was more explicit than in the preced-
ing exhibition, for the show was part of an intensified campaign to discredit
Liu Shaoqi. As Art Storm indicated some months earlier, the purge of Mao’s
chosen successor meant that history paintings such as Dong Xiwen’s Founding
of the Nation, with its prominent image of Liu Shaoqi, and Hou Yimin’s Liu
Shaoqi and the Anyuan Coal Miners were inappropriate for display. The ex-
hibition in fact sought to redefine the iconography of China’s revolutionary
history by replacing Liu with Mao as the primary organizer of the important
1922 coal miners’ strike.

Many of the most enthusiastic Red Guard were not yet mature artists, and
the tasks they set themselves were sometimes quite difficult. Yet because most
of the works were collaborative, in the collective spirit of the time, assistance
from professionals was usually available. In many cases, an older, more experi-
enced artist would advise a Red Guard artist. The vast majority of works pub-
lished during this period, like Weng Rulan’s placard and the posters by Sun
Jingbo and Jiang Tiefeng, did not even bear the artists’ names. Personal reputa-
tion was considered unimportant in the idealistic fervor of the time.

One remarkable exception to the convention of anonymity was Liu Chun-
hua’s oil painting Chairman Mao Goes to Anyuan (fig. 116). Liu Chunhua,
a college student at the Central Academy of Arts and Crafts, had graduated
from the Lu Xun Academy of Art middle school in Shenyang. Although
not trained as an oil painting specialist, he was thoroughly schooled in the
fundamentals of drafting and color and had received some recognition for
his pencil drawing while still in middle school. He was assigned to prepare
one of the seven portraits of Mao for the historical exhibition, depicting the
young Mao’s earliest visit to Anyuan in 1921,

The paintings for the exhibition were created in a collective studio set up
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in the museum, A fellow participant has described with some sympathy Liu’s
intense anxiety as the exhibition date drew close and he remained unsatisfied
with his image. Indeed, he was still working in the gallery when the exhibition
opened, and later complained that spectators stepped on his palette. It is widely
rumored that Liuw’s work was collaborative, having been heavily retouched
by older artists, especially one Soviet-trained professor. The alleged ghost-
painter, who was then working in the museum on a mural project organized by
the State Council, emphatically denies such stories, pointing out that Liu’s
middle school art training was completely adequate to his task. And in fact,
although the young artist received a great deal of advice from fellow artists
and exhibition organizers, the painting was entirely executed by his hand.??

The painting’s pedigree would not inspire such interest if it were not for
the official response it received. Jiang Qing saw a photograph of the work in
1967 as part of an application to publish it. She requested that a viewing be
held at Zhongnanhai, after which she decided it was a suitable model for
Cultural Revolution art. The following year, People’s Daily distributed a color
reproduction nationwide. Parades and festivals were organized to commemo-
rate the publication, with pretty girls in new blue overalls dancing in front of
multiple reproductions of the picture.®? By the fall of 1968 it was institution-
alized as a model painting and copied by aspiring artists throughout China.
Interestingly, very few artists outside the artist’s Red Guard faction and the
rather small group then employed on projects in the historical museum recall
seeing the painting at the time it was first exhibited. With the publicity blitz of
1968, however, almost every Chinese with even the remotest interest in art be-
came aware of Chairman Mao Goes to Anyuan.®* The artist believes that nine
hundred million copies were eventually printed.®

Chairman Mao Goes to Anyuan appears to express the young artist’s
veneration for Chairman Mao. At any rate, it became a useful contribution to
his cult, for it possesses clear devotional appeal. The radiant, youthful Mao
Zedong stands contemplatively on a mountain path, looking as though his des-
tination was St. Peter’s Pearly Gates rather than a coal mine. Indeed, the classi-
cally schooled artist claims to have taken his inspiration from a Raphael
Madonna. The practical business of revising the standard historical account by
replacing Liu Shaoqi with Mao Zedong as the mastermind of the famous strike
might present difficulties even if the young artist believed, as he did, in the
ideological accuracy of the newly simplified history. This work avoids concrete
problems concerning who did what when by severing the genre of history
painting from its mundane ties to an identifiable physical setting. It doesn’t
matter where Mao is or what he is doing, for the transcendent nobility of his
cause and character are clear.

A more immediate source for the composition than Raphael might have
been contemporary Chinese oil painting in the Soviet manner. The artist Jin
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FIGURE 116
Liu Chunhua, Chairman Mao Goes to
Anyuan, ca. 1967, oil on canvas.

Shangyi had earlier adapted the portrait genre to the demands of history paint-
ing with his Mao Zedong at the December Conference of 1961 (fig. 75), in
which Mao appears against a plain red background. His Long March of 1964
similarly portrayed Mao against an extremely generalized landscape ground.?¢
Long March was widely exhibited and studied by young artists until, on the
eve of the Cultural Revolution, it was criticized and suppressed for its inade-
quately bright colors. In the spring of 1966, Jin completed another portrait,
Chairman Mao at Lu Shan (fig. 117),°7 commissioned for an exhibition in
Albania. The work was widely reproduced and copied during the early years of
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FIGURE I17
Jin Shangyi, Chairman Mao at Lu Shan,
1966, oil on canvas,

the Cultural Revolution. As in Liu’s work, Mao is depicted alone, against a
panoramic landscape. Thus, although Liu Chunhua’s composition and concept
may have sources in European and Soviet art, they are most closely related to
those of such well-known Chinese artists as Jin Shangyi.

Although Chairman Mao Goes to Anyuan was affirmed by Cultural Rev-
olution authorities as an icon of the new art, its links to earlier academic art
stand out more than do its innovations. Features of Liu’s work that became
characteristic of Cultural Revolution art include Mao’s exaggerated eyebrows,
his smooth face, and the artificially arranged clouds, which allow nature to
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echo Mao’s movements.®8 Yet all these may be found in earlier art. Characters
in Railroad Guerrillas (fig. 47), for example, have similar fierce eyebrows, Jin
Shangyi’s portraits have equally smooth surfaces, and The Founding of the
Nation has kindred artificial cloud formations. As Zhang Shaoxia and Li
Xiaoshan note, it is a rather ordinary picture,®® though fairly successful for a
student work.

By the end of the Cultural Revolution, it had become conventional to
speak of portraits and pictures of Chairman Mao in religious terms, as though
they actually embodied a god. Zhang and Li refer sarcastically to Liu Chun-
hua’s picture as a “divine image” (baoxiang). An elderly in-law of mine was
severely criticized for having lined a chicken cage with a newspaper image of
Chairman Mao.190 To remove a formal portrait from the wall was referred
to as “inviting the portrait of Chairman Mao to descend.”1%! The festivities
surrounding publication of Liu Chunhua’s painting in 1968 appeared to deify
the image of Chairman Mao, that is, to treat it as though it were inhabited by
the divinity himself. In one of the many ironies of artistic life in China, Wu
Guanzhong, a French-trained professor at the Central Academy of Arts and
Crafts, was required to “improve” his art and ideology by copying Chairman
Mao Goes to Anyuan, a work painted by one of his students.102

As Maurice Meisner has observed, by 1968 the cult of Mao had shifted
from the iconoclasm of the Red Guard movement, here exemplified by the
work of Weng Rulan, to the production of icons.193 Liu Chunhua’s Chairman
Mao Goes to Anyuan, so prominently published in the second half of 1968,
was the most important pictorial manifestation of this trend.

The nature of art exhibitions in the capital reveals a similar development.
According to Red Guard recollections, in 1967 there was an exhibition called
“The Accomplishments of the Military Struggles of the Red Guard” (Hong-
weibing zhandou chengji zhanlan). The subjects of the displays included Red
Guard ransacking people’s homes, Red Guard criticizing and humiliating
people for political incorrectness, and Red Guard expressing solidarity with
the third world, including pictures of Red Guard with Africans and people of
other nations. Other exhibitions were held to criticize specific government
leaders. By early 1968, when a show referred to as the “Red Sun” Exhibition
was held at the Chinese National Art Gallery, the subject had shifted decisively
to heroic moments in the biography of Chairman Mao.104

Labor Reform

The chaos of 1967 and 1968, which threatened the nation with civil war, led
to a crackdown against activism. The art world Red Guard had split decisively
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over the leadership of the newly formed revolutionary committees. In July
1968, Mao personally asked Red Guard groups to disband. Those that failed
to comply with his request were soon crushed by the army. On July 28, 1968,
armed strife at CAFA was finally ended by a work team of soldiers and work-
ers who were sent to occupy the academy. The factionalism was by that time
irreversible.195 The campus remained under military control until the mid-
1970s.

The earlier street battles were soon attributed to an antigovernment plot
organized by the shadowy May 16 Corps. Red Guard activists, including some
artists from CAFA and CAAC, were arrested, detained, and investigated on the
pretext of May 16 partisanship.106 With this turn of affairs, young artists were,
like their teachers, prevented from painting. In 1968 and 1969, all high school
graduates were sent to labor in the countryside.

By March 1969, the CAFA middle school students were assigned to a
labor camp in Yuxian, northern Hebei, not far from the Beijing suburbs. They
worked a five-and-a-half-day week, but most found that they could spend at
least part of one day painting. The soldiers who ran their camp did not under-
stand art; even so, they had not been instructed to prohibit it. Within the con-
straints of their rural isolation, therefore, the art students were relatively free.
One high school student describes this time as the greatest artistic freedom he
had ever experienced, for there were no teachers to prohibit his experiments in
forbidden styles.197 Nevertheless, this was private art, for the former Red
Guard were now largely excluded from public discourse.

Some older artists also found the disorganized late 1960s and early 1970s
a time for private art. The Shanghai guobua painter and administrator Cheng
Shifa, for example, painted a beautiful landscape album in his long hours at
home before he was sent to labor camp (fig. 118). The pictures were small, so
that they could be hidden quickly if someone came to his door. Indeed, the
remarkable development of Cheng’s work during this period appears to be a
result of his forced idleness. Such art was an art for personal appreciation,
painted secretly and, beyond its size limitations, without thought of bureau-
cratic constraints and standards. It has been recognized as one of the artist’s
best works.108

On May 9, 1970, Zhou Enlai ordered art and literature workers to mili-
tary camps in the countryside. Although some CAFA faculty members, such as
Ye Qianyu, remained imprisoned in Beijing, most CAFA professors and staff
members were sent on May 20 to two villages in Cixian, Hebei, where they
were rigorously supervised by the 1584th Army and were not permitted to
paint, They were also prohibited from speaking to local peasants, who there-
fore came to believe that the artists were convicts. Students had been sent the
preceding year to a similar camp at Zhangjiakou. A skeletal staff under Zhang
Qiren’s direction was left to watch over the empty campus.10? If Beijing artists

343



344

THE CULTURAL REVOLUTION

FIGURE 118

Cheng Shifa, Views from Diancong
Mountain, “Leaning Pine Tree,” album
leaf, ink and color on paper, 24.1 cm X
17.7 ¢m, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.

were typical, most professional artists were. thus removed from the art world.
One wonders who was expected to create the icons of the new age.

The problems that the central government had brought upon itself, includ-
ing the partial destruction of the very framework of government, returned the
art establishment to a relatively primitive stage. Indeed, the art world of the
late 1960s resembles in some ways that of the period immediately following
the Communist victory. Were it not for the seriousness of the Cultural Revolu-
tion’s effects on individual lives, one might even view it as a parody of the
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1949 revolution, The old art establishment and its bureaucratic structures were
pushed aside. Artistic activity, as in the early liberation period, was often orga-
nized on an ad hoc basis, and was devoted entirely to propaganda. Most artists
spent their time in thought reform and had little leisure to paint. Soon, how-
ever, special commissions and directives from above gave the politically priv-
ileged an opportunity to emerge.

Moreover, as had been the case in the early 1950s, disorganization yielded
flexibility. As long as a young artist could avoid being singled out for political
condemnation, many opportunities for artistic activity and recognition were
available, particularly in regional centers. In the late 1960s, for example, there
was a nationwide movement to build shrines to Chairman Mao. Oil painters
were sought to create hagiographic images for the new historical museums,
which were constructed on the sites of Mao’s important biographical
moments,110 Eventually the movement was expanded to include revolutionary
martyrs, including the Canadian physician Norman Bethune,!'! who had
perished while helping Chinese Communist troops.'!? Artists known to be
capable of such work would be “borrowed” from their own work unit, which
was usually at labor in the countryside, and given food and housing for the
duration of the project. While most such works were displayed and published
anopymously, the identities of the creators of successful paintings were well
known within the art community.

Gradually, governmental structures were reestablished to fulfill the func-
tions of those that had been destroyed. Many newly appointed officials were
young. In Hangzhou, Zhang Yongsheng, a student in the printmaking depart-
ment of the Zhejiang Academy of Fine Arts, had organized the largest rebel
faction of Red Guard in the province. On this basis, he became the vice-
director of the Zhejiang Provincial Revolutionary Committee and the director
of the Revolutionary Committee of ZAFA. In these roles, he held a high posi-
tion in the new provincial government and became de facto director of the
academy. He met Jiang Qing in 1968, which resulted in collaboration between
the school and the central Cultural Revolution authorities, as we will discuss
further in the next section,!13

The Shanghai Art World

There were profound regional differences in arts administration during the un-
settled period before 1971. In Shanghai, propaganda publications and news-
papers dominated artistic activity. When the Shanghai Art College was closed
in 1965, the students were transferred to the Handicrafts Institute, adminis-
tered by the Bureau of Light Industry. The Oil Painting and Sculpture Studio
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(OPSS), similar to the institution Jiang Feng’s supporters had demanded
in 1957, was established as the new work unit for the school’s faculty and
graduates. The studio, like all other institutions, divided into Red Guard and
ox-demons/snake-spirits in 1966. Young artists, like their colleagues in Beijing,
painted posters, murals, portraits of Chairman Mao, and large compositions
for Red Guard exhibitions. As part of the free travel available to the Red
Guard in 1966, many journeyed to Beijing to see Chairman Mao and around
the country to exchange accounts of their experiences.!

Older artists, like those in Beijing, were persecuted. One of the three pri-
mary Red Guard targets in the Shanghai art world was the Catholic sculptor
Zhang Chongren, then working at OPSS, who received a severe beating.!1S
Red Guard from the studio also participated in or observed attacks on the
Shanghai Chinese Painting Institute, which had supplied guohua instructors for
the Shanghai Art School. The militants forced the reclusive prewar director of
the Hangzhou academy, Lin Fengmian, whose painting technique was consid-
ered unusual, to paint in front of a public audience. Although the event was
organized to humiliate Lin, one former Red Guard artist confesses to some-
what opportunistic and unrevolutionary motives: he was intensely curious
about the old man’s painting methods.11¢ The third focus of Red Guard perse-
cution was another prominent art educator, painter, and rightist, Liu Haisu.

As in Beijing, artists from the Oil Painting and Sculpture Studio who were
not in prison were sent, by 1969, to labor at the May Seventh Cadre School, as
their labor camp in the Shanghai suburbs was called.!!” They stayed in the
suburbs for most of the period 1969—1971, but the majority of artists found
opportunities to visit the city. With the administrative structure somewhat
streamlined by the collapse of the art bureaucracy, the studio came under the
administration of the Art Creation Office of the city’s Propaganda Small
Group, organizations that had replaced the municipal branch of the Chinese
Artists Association and the Municipal Propaganda Bureau, respectively.118

Although art periodicals had ceased publication, the major Shanghai news-
papers, which were also administered by the Propaganda Small Group, con-
tinued to function. Some young artists used their trips to town to cultivate
editors at the newspapers. Before long, the papers began to seck revolution-
ary paintings for reproduction in their pages. In 1969, for example, a young
amateur named Xu Chunzhong was commissioned to paint a gouache illustra-
tion in black and white for an important article in Jiefang ribao (Liberation
Daily) about the heroic death of a Shanghai student, Jin Xunhua, who had
been sent to labor in Heilongjiang. Jin died while attempting to prevent timber
from being swept away in a flood. Whereas it might have been more appropri-
ate to launch an occupational safety campaign, instead it was considered
highly desirable that the Shanghai-born Jin be depicted as a martyr by another
Shanghai-born rusticated youth. Xu was assisted in his task by a young profes-
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sional artist from the OPSS, Chen Yifei, and the work was published under
the pseudonym Yi Zhong (fig. 119). According to Chen Yifei’s colleagues, it
was decided by top Cultural Revolution administrators to promote Jin Xunhua
as a national model of selfless sacrifice. The newspaper’s former art editor re-
called in 1990 that the aim of Zhang Chungqiao, who controlled the paper (and
who was later castigated as one of the Gang of Four), was to create a second
model painting to compete with Liu Chunhua’s Chasrman Mao Goes to An-
yuan. After Yao Wenyuan, another Cultural Revolution leader, saw the new
Shanghai image printed in Jiefang ribao, he took the unusual step of publishing
a color reproduction of it in Hongqi (Red Flag), a national ideology magazine.
For this purpose, the black-and-white image was tinted by the publisher. The
two artists later recreated it in oil for publication as a poster (the form repro-
duced here), which ensured them a measure of celebrity in artistic and party
circles.

Shanghai artists believe that promotion of the work had a strong element
of local chauvinism and that Shanghai authorities hoped to create a national
model similar to Beijing’s Chairman Mao Goes to Anyuan. In fact, although
the image never attained the status of Liu Chunhua’s iconic portrait, it was one
of the best-known works of the new revolutionary martyr genre. In this recon-
stitution of an old formula, the heroes were urban youths who had sacrificed
their lives for the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution.

Artists in Shanghai frequently refer to recognition of this sort as an artist’s
“political capital,” which might be used to protect him in future political
movements and to promote his career. A similar work was published soon
after by Liu Borong, a Shanghai student who had been sent to farm in Jiangxi.
He obtained a commission on one of his home leaves to depict eleven students
who were killed while cultivating tea in Anhui. The artist’s “political capital”
subsequently garnered him an appointment as a professional artist in the Peo-
ple’s Liberation Army.11? He was very active in exhibitions of the 197o0s.

The two Shanghai newspapers, Wenhuibao and Jiefang ribao, similarly
competed for official recognition with increasingly ambitious commissions.
Artists were “borrowed” from the May Seventh Cadre School campus and
housed for about a year in the newspaper facilities while they completed rev-
olutionary commissions. Wenhuibao conceived the idea of an “oil painting rev-
olution,” which meant that artists would create paintings based on scenes
from Jiang Qing’s model operas. About ten artists were recruited for the model
opera series;!120 three were graduates of the Shanghai Art College, four more
were young professors at the Zhejiang Academy of Fine Arts,'2! and two were
amateurs. Their works were originally intended to be collaborative, but the
artists soon discovered that the results of a ten-man collaboration were inevi-
tably poor. They then divided the work, each artist painting in a mutually
agreed-upon style. Eventually, it became possible for one artist to receive credit
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FIGURE 119

Yi Zhong (Chen Yifei and Xu Chun-
zhong), “Chairman Mao's Red Guard
Study the Model Revolutionary Youth,

1

Comrade Jin Xunhua,” 1969, poster.
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for a piece, as occurred with Red Detachment of Women, painted by the
Soviet-trained Quan Shanshi.

Art staffers of Jiefang ribao similarly commissioned a series of images
based on Jiang Qing’s favorite piano concerto, Yellow River. Artists in this
group also included graduates and students from the Shanghai Art College.
Participants are explicit about their goals during the period: they aimed to
please the leadership. For art, that leadership was controlled by Jiang Qing and
her extremist allies. Unfortunately for the Yellow River artists, the timing of
their project’s conclusion found the leadership preoccupied with other artistic
activities, and the series failed to receive much critical notice, even with its
1973 exhibition at the Chinese National Art Gallery in Beijing.!? Although
these works have had little lasting significance, they were extremely important
as cultural propaganda in their time, for they were among the very few offi-
cially sanctioned paintings produced between 1967 and 1971. They provided
evidence, such as it was, that the Cultural Revolution had not eradicated pic-
torial art completely.

349

Reconstruction of the National Bureaucracy

The Ministry of Culture, the Central Propaganda Department, and the Chinese
Artists Association, the party and government organizations responsible for art
before 1966, were abolished by the Cultural Revolution. By about 1970, their
functions were assumed by a culture group under the State Council. Jiang
Qing, as director of this group, was the highest authority on cultural matters.
Art activities were directed by Wang Mantian, one of the ten directors of the
cultural group. Wang, who is reported to have killed herself when Jiang Qing
was arrested in 1976, remains a shadowy figure. She is believed to have been a
relative of Wang Hairong, who served for many years as Mao’s English inter-
preter, and to have studied art at the Lu Xun Academy of Art in Yan’an.!23
She served before the Cultural Revolution as a member of the Tianjin Munic-
ipal Party Committee.

In 1970, as the reconstruction of government began, plans for national ex-
hibitions were made. Artists recall that works for a national military exhibition
were prepared in Wuhan during the summer and fall of 1971x. For this pur-
pose, professional artists and curators were summoned to the city. Plans were
somewhat disrupted by the mysterious disappearance of Mao’s successor, Lin
Biao, on September 13, 1971, although painters were not told the reason for
sudden orders to cease work on his portraits.'2* Much later, China’s citizens
learned the official story: his plane had crashed as he attempted to flee to the
Soviet Union.
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At about the same time, Wang Mantian began planning for a 1972 exhibi-
tion to commemorate the thirtieth anniversary of Mao’s Yan’an Talks. Perhaps
influenced by Jiang Qing’s favorable reception of Zhang Yongsheng, the ZAFA
Red Guard who had risen to great political heights,12 she held a meeting at
the Zhejiang academy to discuss procedures for organizing the exhibition. A
young oil painting instructor, Gao Jingde, came to her attention. Soon after,
Wang began assembling an administrative team to structure the show. She
transferred Gao Jingde, along with a man from the Shanghai publishing indus-
try and a naval administrator, to Beijing as administrators. By 1971 the Shang-
hai man had departed, and Gao was promoted to direct a newly established
art group, which reported directly to Wang Mantian and the culture group of
the State Council, Assistants, most of whom were young graduates of CAFA,
were assigned to work with Gao.

Gao Jingde visited all provinces and major art institutions in the country

with the goal of assembling an unprecedented national exhibition to promote
the thought of Chairman Mao. Although worker-peasant-soldier art remained
extremely important, Gao sought high technical standards, in contrast to the
spontaneous and disorganized artistic activity of the 1966—1970 period. A
1960 graduate of the oil painting department of ZAFA, Gao had attended lec-
tures taught by the visiting Soviet artist A. A. Myl’nikov and was an enthusiast
of Soviet socialist realist oil painting. Jiang Qing’s deep aversion to traditional
guohua made it natural that an oil painter would be chosen to administer the
new art. \
That Gao and his assistants were products of the national art academy
system strongly affected the direction taken by Chinese painting in the 1970s.
The 1972, 1973, and 1974 exhibitions were dominated by a narrowly defined
,academic style. The oil painting that Gao promoted under orders from Wang
Mantian was a synthesis of theSoviet-influenced academic painting of the art
colleges and the more restrictive%é'qui'fcments developed by Jiang Qing for the
model operas. The guobua that emerged was similarly based on the new
guohua figure painting developed in the academies.

A former official has described a very straightforward chain of command
in which Gao was empowered by Wang Mantian and the central authorities to
organize artistic activities nationwide.126 Rather than the dual government-
party structure that had been developed during the 1950s, in which political
give-and-take might affect policy formulations in the art world, the govern-
mental structure of the Cultural Revolution period was decidedly top-down.
Gao, in Beijing, issued directives to provincial or municipal authorities, who
conveyed and enforced them through cultural offices under their control.

In the period between his 1970 appointment and the jurying of the na-
tional exhibition in the spring of 1972, Gao met with local cultural officials
throughout China. In most provinces and cities, the old Cultural Bureau still
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existed, though sometimes under a new name. The Cultural Bureau was ad-
ministered by the highest local organ of government, usually the provincial
Cultural Revolution Committee. Gao approached each provincial committee
to organize submissions for the 1972 exhibition.

His task was initially difficult, because most artists and local art experts
were incarcerated or laboring in the fields. To reconstitute the national arts
administration, he needed to find capable managers and educate the local au-
thorities. He explained the goals and standards of the forthcoming exhibition
and often requested the participation of specific local artists whose work was
known to him from earlier periods. In many cases, Gao found that local au-
thorities were unwilling to take responsibility for allowing professional artists
to participate, for fear that such lenience might later be punished. Yet if Gao
specifically requested the participation of a professional artist, his authority
obliged local authorities to comply. Such artists included the guobua figure
painter Liu Wenxi in Xi’an, who had been Gao’s schoolmate at the Zhejiang
academy;127 Li Shaoyan and Niu Wen in Sichuan; Ya Ming, Qian Songyan,
and Song Wenzhi in Nanjing; and Guan Shanyue, Li Xiongcai, and Yang Zhi-
guang in Guangzhou. Many of these men had been mentioned unfavorably in
Red Guard tracts, but no evidence was ever produced to convict them of
crimes.

The guidelines Gao established for professional participation specified that
artists who had not been formally convicted of crimes should be allowed to
paint. On this basis, the many artists who were incarcerated as a result of in-
conclusive investigations were liberated. Naturally, the situation varied a great
deal from region to region depending on the zeal with which the local art
world and local officials had assembled political charges against famous artists.
A great many artists in Beijing had been formally convicted of political crimes
and thus remained banished. In Guangzhou, on the contrary, established
artists such as Guan Shanyue and Li Xiongcai were free to participate in the
exhibition.

The former Red Guard painter Sun Jingbo, for example, a graduate of the
CAFA middle school, was imprisoned for two years on suspicion of “May 16
partisanship.” The investigation into his case was concluded in his favor just in
time for him to participate in the exhibition. The picture Sun Jingbo painted
upon his release from incarceration was A New Axi Song (fig. 120). In this im-
age, minority girls in a remote part of Yunnan happily sing as they transplant
their rice sprouts. While the picture appears to be a standard example of
socialist realism, Sun recalled that the optimistic tone was entirely genuine, an
expression of his happiness at returning to art after his prolonged interroga-
tion. His joyful depiction of the subject matter and local landscape was based
on observations made during his daily labor. While the choice of female agri-
cultural laborers was appropriate as a subject, given Jiang Qing’s strident
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FIGURE 120
Sun Jingbo, A New Axi Song, 1972, oil
on canvas, collection of the artist.

feminism, it is entirely possible that less political motives may have spurred
this young artist’s interest in pretty girls.

As the preceding account suggests, artists were expected to depict subjects
that glorified the Cultural Revolution but that were related to their personal
experiences. This trend was not new, for the graduates of Maksimov’s class, as
we have seen, tended to choose politically appropriate subjects of which they
had some personal knowledge as well. Nevertheless, it appears that such guide-
lines received relatively strict interpretation during the Cultural Revolution.

The greatest number of paintings exhibited under Wang Mantian’s admin-
istration were executed by amateurs. Many of these artists had been assigned
to manual labor as part of a program in operation between 1968 and 1976 to
send educated urban youth down to the farms and factories. Most high school
graduates left home to work as manual laborers. As opposed to young art
cadres like Sun Jingbo or Chen Yifei, who engaged in temporary labor reform,
the rusticated urban youth anticipated permanent careers as peasants or fac-
tory laborers,

For many of those who had sufficient skill to render the ubiquitous por-
traits of Chairman Mao, it was clear that painting was less strenuous than
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farm labor. When the Cultural Revolution authorities announced in 1971 the
forthcoming exhibition to commemorate the thirtieth anniversary of the
Yan’an Talks, some amateurs began avidly painting in their spare time.
Apparently, when word was sent out that all units should gather submissions
from workers, peasants, and soldiers, it was stressed that works glorifying the
patriotic contributions of rusticated urban youth were particularly welcome.
The dairy farmer Tang Muli will serve as our first example. For although he
qualified for the exhibition because of his rural job, he was a most atypical
peasant.

353

Rusticated Youth and the National Exhibitions

Like many artists in China, the Shanghai-born Tang Muli began painting as 2
child. From the age of six, Tang attended extracurricular art classes at a local
children’s palace. Children’s palaces, established for the supplemental educa-
tion of elementary school students, were one component of a system intended
to broaden China’s cultural activities, followed by youth palaces for middle
school students, worker’s cultural palaces for industrial and other workers,
and cultural halls for the masses in general. They were organized by the
municipality—in Tang’s case, Shanghai—or by the local urban district. Tang
studied for a total of six years in these institutions, first at the local children’s
palace and then at the youth palace. Most of the children represented in local,
national, and international exhibitions of children’s art were children’s palace
students. Tang Muli recalls that one of his watercolors was exhibited in Aus-
tralia when he was in fifth or sixth grade.12

Tang decided during middle school that he wished to become a physicist
and began doggedly studying mathematics and English. He dropped his extra-
curricular art classes in order to prepare for the difficult college entrance ex-
aminations. He sought to enter Qinghua University in Beijing, an appropriate
step for a student graduating from Shanghai’s most prestigious high school.
Unfortunately for his scientific career, the launching of the Cultural Revolution
the spring he was scheduled to graduate led to the cancellation of the college
entrance examinations,

Tang Muli’s father, a prominent film director, was attacked early in the
movement. Like many young people, Tang was afraid to return to his family’s
apartment when his school was closed, for his home had been invaded and
ransacked by the Red Guard, who then beat and incarcerated his father. The
faculty and staff of his school had largely disbanded, leaving Tang and his
classmates unsupervised on campus. They took over the classrooms as living
quarters and, for the next year and a half, passed their days in political study,



354

THE CULTURAL REVOLUTION

which included practicing the calligraphy and painting with which they copied
the poems of Chairman Mao and rendered pictorial images of his life and
work.

In 1968, workers were sent into China’s schools to restore order, It was
decided that all schools should arrange manual labor in the countryside for
their graduates. All over the country, educational institutions, individual
administrators, and the students themselves vied to display their loyalty to
Chairman Mao by executing the policy as quickly and comprehensively
as possible. Tang Muli was sent to work as a laborer on a dairy farm in the
Shanghai suburbs, a position that was intended to be permanent.

He worked six days a week shoveling fodder, which had been dumped on
the ground by a delivery truck, into a wheel barrow for transport to the barn.
At first the aspiring scientist made suggestions for improving the efficiency of
the laborious procedure, such as dumping the fodder in more convenient loca-
tions. Such ideas, however, were viewed as the product of a lazy and insuf-
ficiently Maoist mentality; he soon learned that to be judged a success, he must
simply work longer and harder than those old farm hands who were supposed
to judge him. The primary goal of his job, namely, was not high productivity,
but the reform of his ideology through physical labor. In addition to a full six-
day workweek, he, like all farmers, spent four evenings a week in Communist
political classes and one Sunday a month on extra labor duty. As political
movements came, one after the other, people spent an enormous amount of
energy simply trying to understand them in order to avoid being attacked.
During this period Tang’s only free hours were his three Sundays a month and
the two evenings a week when political classes were not held.

Tang’s scientific ambitions collapsed with his lifetime assignment as a
fodder shoveler, but he began to analyze possible ways to escape the monotony
of his daily routine. He ultimately decided that painting would be a good way
to enrich his life; moreover, it had some potential as an alternative career.
Although he had abandoned his formal art studies some years before, he still
retained much of his interest and basic training. Art had two further advan-
tages: it required no state support—pencil and paper was all he needed to
begin—and it was relatively unperilous. Tang reasoned that in visual art, un-
like literature, it was possible to avoid expression of potentially dangerous
personal opinions. And unlike music, which by virtue of its sound was un-
avoidably public in the communal living standards of the time, art could be
practiced with relatively little outside interference.

Every morning and evening Tang worked on his basic technique. He drew
still lifes in his dormitory and studied textbooks used at CAFA. He emulated
the Russian academic drawings of V.I. Surikov (1848-1916) and analyzed
successful contemporary Chinese paintings to extract their technical methods.
On Sundays he visited old classmates from the youth palace who had become
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professional artists. He heard from them about Cultural Revolution art classes
on the correct method of painting portraits of Chairman Mao. From his class-
mates he learned the new technical requirements: pure red should be used to
paint the face, burnt sienna for shading, and yellow ochre for highlights. He
was warned that blue and green must never be used on the face and that the
paint squeezed on one’s palette should be organized in a specific order, with
cool colors in the least accessible spot. Mao’s face was to be divisible into three
equal sections, and his pigmentation to follow the chromatic sequence on a
color chart issued for that purpose.

During the next several years, Tang spent most of his spare time making
drawings of his own hands and face in order to improve his rendering. In
1971, he submitted his first oil painting, Milk Maid, to be juried for the 1972
national exhibition (fig. 121).12% The cultural leadership particularly encour-
aged the exhibition of works by peasant, worker, or soldier artists that related
to their jobs. Tang Muli, now a peasant, depicted a healthy dairy farmer sur-
rounded by cows.

Once Tang’s artistic talent had been recognized by the acceptance of Milk
Maid in the preliminary local exhibition, the Municipal Art Creation Office,
the highest art agency in the city, requested that the dairy farm loan Tang out
for other art projects. The farm declined on the grounds that his labor was
needed. Soon, though, it asked him to replace the weathered billboard inside
the farm’s entrance with a new portrait of Chairman Mao. He scraped the bill-
board down to bare metal, then applied a rust-protective primer, and finally,
with several assistants, began snapping powdered strings on the surface to
create the grid necessary for enlarging the standard photograph of the Great
Helmsman.

As Tang Muli grew more comfortable with the scale of such work, he be-
gan looking for ways to improve his efficiency. He learned that he could dis-
pense with the time-consuming step of applying the grid if he attached his
brush to a long pole and painted freehand. With this innovation he no longer
needed to rely on assistants for this basic preparatory step and could begin
work more quickly. His unorthodox method was fascinating to the peasants,
and he soon began attracting crowds of spectators. The factory next door re-
quested that he paint a new portrait for their billboard; soon other work units
in the neighborhood followed their lead. Tang prided himself on painting
quickly, normally completing a billboard within a week. He was not paid for
his work, but was freed from farm labor and received three free meals a day
for the duration of a project. His speed and reliability were appreciated by the
meal-providing units. As his reputation spread, he was “borrowed” by all
twelve dairy farms in the system, and then by chicken farms and other agri-
cultural units in the same administration. He ultimately spent an entire year
painting huge portraits of Chairman Mao, with occasional variations, such as
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FIGURE 121
Tang Muli, Milk Maid, 1971, oil on
canvas,



THE CULTURAL REVOLUTION

FIGURE I22
Tang Muli, Acupuncture Anesthesia,
1972, oil on canvas, 165 cm X 229 cm

enlargements of Chairman Mao Goes to Anyuan and other officially recog-
nized model pictures. Tang Muli’s chief reward for his painting was respite
from backbreaking physical labor and better meals than his small monthly sal-
ary allowed him to purchase.

In 1972, Tang was commissioned by the health service to prepare a picture
about acupuncture’s usefulness as an anesthetic in surgery. The preceding year,
a health worker had submitted a painting on this topic for exhibition in the
same show Tang Muli had entered with Milk Maid. Although art officials were
pleased with acupuncture as a subject, they found the picture to be technically
inept. When the hospital was unable to find anyone on its own staff who could
do better, guidelines were waived to allow Tang Muli, the dairy farmer, to
paint a picture of health workers. The dairy farm objected, again on the
grounds that Tang was needed to load fodder. Tang ultimately agreed to paint
at the hospital in the evenings, after completing his daily farm work. He usu-
ally slept at the hospital and went to the farm early every morning.

The final version, Acupuncture Anesthesia (fig. 122), was a relatively suc-
cessful product of the “unity of the three.” In such collaboration, a worker was
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expected to evaluate the correctness of the revolutionary statement, a cadre
would speak for the bureaucracy, and a doctor would guarantee professional
accuracy. Tang’s picture involved at least five decision makers, for the hospital
worker who made the first version and Tang Muli himself participated in the
discussions as well. Every aspect of the composition was thus approved by the
entire group, with Tang, as the artist, simply the mechanism by which the col-
laborative work came to fruition.

Some issues were very straightforward. The model for the main figure, the
nurse, was expected to be the most politically correct worker on the staff
rather than the most aesthetically pleasing, and was chosen by the hospital
administration. It was decided that the theme would be lung surgery and that
the patient would smile to indicate the efficacy of acupuncture as an anesthetic.

Surgical regulations contradicted the standards expected in Cultural Rev-
olution art and made other decisions more difficult. One problem was how to
depict the carefully selected model nurse. Artistic conventions required that she
smile to show her enjoyment of her work, but hospital regulations decreed that
she must wear a surgical mask. It was decided to omit the mask—thus weight-
ing political concerns more heavily than professional ones. Professional regula-
tions presented practical problems as well, for they prohibited the use of
sketchpads in the operating room. Tang was given permission to work from
photographs, which was normally frowned upon by arts leaders. A similar
problem arose over the questions of Mao buttons and political posters, all of
which were prohibited as unhygienic in the operating room. Normally, one
would not venture out in public without a Mao button pinned to one’s jacket
and Mao’s little red book visible in one’s breast pocket. It was suggested that
Mao buttons be added to the surgical scrub suits in Tang’s painting, for even
though scrub suits were not worn in public, the artwork was intended for pub-
lic display. In the end, however, the group decided to omit the Mao buttons
and political slogans from the painting. This victory for professionalism over
politics yielded a relatively uncluttered, cool, and precise composition. It was
considered very daring by the art world of the time. 130

Acupuncture Anesthesia was well received when exhibited in Shanghai in
the spring of 1972. At this point, the higher authorities succeeded in borrowing
Tang from the dairy farm so that he could work full time on a final version to
be shown in the national exhibition in the fall of 1972. The process by which
this painting came into being was standard for the period. Many works even-
tually exhibited in the national exhibition involved collaboration not only in
applying the paint but also in developing the ideas. The most scrupulous local
officials attached the name of a work unit rather than an individual to the
painting. The pseudonym Qin Wenmei, for example, was used for many col-
laborative works produced by artists in Xi’an, Shaanxi.!3!

In 1973, Tang’s artistic success led to his transfer from the dairy farm to
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another work unit in the agricultural system, the Shanghai Agricultural Exhibi-
tion Hall. Although this move allowed him to leave the farm and to assume
duties parallel to those of a commercial artist in the West, he was still tech-
nically classified as a worker rather than as a cadre, the higher status granted
to most professional artists. In this new position he was responsible for making
political posters, illustrations, leaflets, and portraits of Chairman Mao. He
worked at this job until 1978, when he sat successfully for the graduate oil
painting examination at the Central Academy of Fine Arts and became a pro-
fessional artist.

359

National Exhibitions of 1972—1975

The 1972 exhibition, the first official exhibition of the Cultural Revolution,
was unprecedented in both organization and the nature of the works exhibited.
Beginning in 1971, Gao Jingde visited the local art centers twice, first for the
difficult task of initiating exhibition submissions and later to survey progress.
As a result of his discussions with local leaders, artists were returned from
farms and factories to their studios to prepare submissions. Many recall that
the revival of official sponsorship for art, restrictive though it was, and the lib-
eration of artists from their years of manual labor led artists to work diligently
and even enthusiastically on their paintings. By the time works were shipped to
Beijing in March 1972, Gao Jingde was confident that his standards would be
met.

A jury of well-known professional artists, including the printmaker Gu
Yuan, the illustrator Shao Yu, and the cartoonist Ying Tao, was formed to
make the final selection from the large numbers of pictures submitted by pro-
vincial authorities. However, the dual mandate of high technical standards and
“serving the people” led to an odd combination of professional and amateur
works. Despite Gao’s efforts to include some professional artists, the Cultural
Revolution’s emphasis on proletarian art by workers, peasants, and soldiers
ensured that most of the successful submissions were by amateurs.

The inherent contradiction between the technically weak but politically
correct entries of workers, peasants, and soldiers, on the one hand, and Gao’s
mandate to seek high standards, on the other, was resolved by forming “paint-
ing correction groups.” In this system, a prominent young oil painting profes-
sional accompanied the paintings submitted by each major geographic region
when they were shipped to the capital. When an amateur work that might
have interesting subject matter but was poorly painted was criticized by jury
members, officials, and other artists, the professional from the artist’s own re-
gion would “correct” it, simply repainting problematic sections. If the officials
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still found the work inadequate, artists from other regions might complete the
repainting. Among the professionals selected for this task were the most highly
skilled realists of the younger generation. They included, from Beijing, Jin
Shangyi, a young oil painting professor at CAFA trained by Maksimov; from
Shanghai, Chen Yifei, who had studied at the Shanghai Art College; from
Wuhan, Tang Xiaohe, a graduate of the Hubei Art Academy; from Kunming,
Sun Jingbo, a graduate of the CAFA middle school; from Guangzhou, Chen
Yan’ning, a graduate of the Guangzhou Academy of Arts; from Qinghai, Zhu
Naizheng, a talented CAFA graduate; and from Shenyang, Guang Tingbo,
from the Lu Xun Academy of Art. Several other Beijing artists were tapped for
special assignments. Most of the artists were recalled from labor camps or
prison to participate in the exhibition.

It was widely accepted among Cultural Revolution—era artists that images
of Mao should be “red, smooth, and luminescent.” Many of these conventions
were developed during the Red Guard art movement and go beyond any oil
painting conventions imported from the Soviet Union. While Soviet socialist
realism is still the most evident stylistic source for such compositions, details of
color and texture may also be related to the more elegant of preliberation new
year’s pictures. Cool colors were to be avoided; Mao’s flesh should be modeled
in red and other warm tones. Conspicuous displays of brushwork should not
be seen; Mao’s face should be smooth in appearance. The entire composition
should be bright, and should be illuminated in such a way as to imply that
Mao himself was the primary source of light. If Mao were in the center of a
group of people, all surfaces that faced him should appear to be illuminated. In
this way, slogans such as “Mao is the sun in our hearts” could be made
tangible.

He Kongde’s Gutian Meeting (fig. 123), which was prominently hung in
the oil painting section of the 1972 exhibition, does not specifically fulfill all
the requirements of the “red, smooth, and luminescent” formulation, for the
artist, unlike many graduates of Maksimov’s class, never abandoned the loose,
textural handling of paint common to many Soviet-trained Chinese artists.
Nevertheless, he was particularly favored by the art administrators because he
combined two important qualities: as a member of the People’s Liberation
Army, he could be considered a worker-peasant-soldier, but he was, at the
same time, a professionally trained history painter. In Gutian Meeting, the
artist made few concessions to Cultural Revolution styles: he did not banish
cool colors from his palette, modify his rough brushwork, or employ irrational
sources of illumination. Even so, the work does not contradict the underlying
aesthetic of the Cultural Revolution, for red tonalities dominate, Mao is the
most brightly lit figure in the composition, and the oil painting correction
group repainted Mao’s face so that it is more smoothly rendered than the rest
of the painting,
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FIGURE 123

He Kongde, Gutian Meeting, 1972, oil
on canvas, 186 ¢cm X 360 cm, Chinese
People’s Revolutionary Military
Museum.

The emphasis on rusticated urban youth, particularly in the 1972 oil paint-
ing exhibition, left the final selection of paintings sent to Beijing with com-
paratively few portraits of Chairman Mao. He Kongde’s Gutian Meeting was
prominently hung in the main room of the gallery in the 1972 oils show. A
monumental work by the young Wuhan artists Tang Xiaohe and Cheng Li de-
picted Mao Zedong on the occasion of his famous 1966 swim in the Yangzi
near Wuhan (plate 10). This theme became a mandatory decoration for all
China’s swimming pools. Gao Jingde also commissioned another, more ex-
plicitly political portrait, We Must Implement the Proletarian Cultural Revolu-
tion to the Finish (fig. 111).132 In the interest of quality and speed, he managed
to free a group of professional artists from nearby labor camps—Hou Yimin,
Deng Shu, Jin Shangyi, Zhan Jianjun, Luo Gongliu, Yuan Hao, and Yang
Lin’gui—to execute this reworking of a Red Guard composition discussed
earlier in this chapter (fig. 110). All but one of these artists were trained in
the Soviet mode and was a teacher ot alumnus of CAFA. The painting lacks
the fervor of the original version, but it is far more consistent in technical
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quality. A major iconographic change is that the Cultural Revolution leader-
ship has been removed from the composition so that Mao crosses the bridge
alone. Zhou Enlai reportedly insisted that his own image be removed from the
painting, which may have precipitated the revision. Most artists who partic-
ipated in the 1972 exhibition testify to their great joy at being allowed to
paint, even under such peculiar circumstances.

National exhibitions were conducted annually between 1972 and Mao’s
death in 1976. In 1973, the national exhibition of serial pictures and guohua
was held by the State Council. Organizing the guohua section of the exhibition
proved more difficult than the preparatory work for the oil painting show the
previous. year. First, local authorities generally believed that guohua was part
of the “four olds” to be eradicated by the Cultural Reyolution. Only after Gao
received explicit authorization from Wang Mantian to permit guobua painting
was he able to persuade local art circles to submit such works. As was the case
with oil painting, a painting correction group was assembled to help prepare
the exhibition. It, too, consisted of academically trained guohua painters from
each of China’s major regions, including: from Hangzhou, Fang Zengxian, a
guobua figure painting professor at the Zhejiang academy; from Xi’an, Liu
Wenxi, a graduate of the ZAFA guohua figure painting program; from Guang-
zhou, Wu Qizhong, a graduate of the Guangzhou academy; from Shenyang,
Xu Yong, a professor at the Lu Xun academy; and from Beijing, Zhou Sicong,
a graduate of the guohua figure painting program of CAFA.133

Faulty sections of a work painted in permanent ink on paper could not be
overpainted, of course, as they might be in paint on canvas. The correctors
were thus required to make new paintings based on the amateurs’ composi-
tions. Zhou Sicong, for example, recalls being assigned to fix a painting by a
worker in a shoe factory. The amateur artist had attempted to depict the ac-
tress of a model opera trying on her new ballet slippers at the factory. The
theme was appealing to authorities at all levels: not only did it flatter Jiang
Qing and her model operas, but it also documented how the shoe factory was
contributing to the Cultural Revolution. Unfortunately, the subject was dif-
ficult for an amateur to paint with any semblance of anatomical accuracy.
Zhou therefore completely repainted the work, based on the worker’s com-
position, and it was exhibited under the worker’s name. The relatively few
flower paintings in the exhibition had to fulfill strict iconographic require-
ments: because Wang Mantian found boulders, the conventional companion
for blossoms in Chinese painting, unrevolutionary, their absence from Cultural
Revolution guohua paintings is almost total.

The most beautiful guobua exhibited were relatively traditional: Guan
Shanyue’s plum painting (without rocks) and coastal landscape; and Yangzi
River landscapes (with power lines or steel bridges) by the Nanjing painters
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FIGURE 124

Shaanxi Municipal Art Creation Group,
The Hearts of Yan’an's Children Turn
Toward Chairman Mao, 1973, ink and
color on paper.

Song Wenzhi and Wei Zixi.13* Most typical of the period, however, was a col-
laborative figure painting by the Shaanxi Municipal Art Creation Group en-
titled The Hearts of Yan’an’s Children Turn Toward Chairman Mao (fig. 124).
The work bears the unmistakable stylistic traces of Liu Wenxi (b. 1933), a
Xi’an artist who had been two classes ahead of Gao Jingde in art school and
who served on the painting correction group, even though Liu states that it
is largely the work of a little-known painter named Zhou Guangmin (b.
1938).135 It depicts Mao receiving a group of peasants who have come to the
capital from Yan’an. Since Yan’an themes were considered part of the regional

363



364

THE CULTURAL REVOLUTION

territory of Xi’an artists, the work combines two desirable subjects: a portrait
of Chairman Mao and a scene based on the artist’s life experience.

Trained in the caimobua socialist realist figure painting program at the
East China campus of CAFA, Liu Wenxi went on to develop a personal style
more closely related to the crisp nianhua aesthetic than to the xieyi aspirations
of Shanghai and Hangzhou guohua painters. His guohua figures are carefully
modeled with rich flesh tones and achieve a pronounced three-dimensionality.
Such features are evident in figure 124. Moreover, as in Liu’s own work, the
garments are less heavily shaded than they might be in an oil painting, but
are outlined with thick, black lines and have a similar volumetric quality.
Although principles of Western perspective dominate the interior setting of
figure 124, the background is paler and plainer than it might be in an oil paint-
ing. Liu was, in the heyday of this style, one of China’s most technically com-
petent socialist realist guobua figure painters, and if this painting does not
come from his hand, it certainly shows his influence among Xi’an painters.

In October 1974, a large exhibition at the Chinese National Art Gallery
celebrated the twenty-fifth anniversary of the PRC. On this occasion Jiang
Qing, then involved in a power struggle with the cancer-stricken Zhou Enlai,
stepped up her personal involvement with the visual arts. She personally in-
spected the gallery before the opening of the exhibition (she did not do so for
the 1972 exhibition) and spent most of one night studying the display. Mem-
bers of the Politburo attended the opening, thereby giving unprecedented polit-
ical importance to the event.136

Shen Jiawei’s painting Standing Guard for Our Great Motherland (fig.
125) reportedly won Jiang Qing’s enthusiastic approval.!3 Shen was, like
Tang Muli, a rusticated urban youth, but because his job was on a military
farm in Beidahuang he was considered a soldier. Born in 1949 in Jiaxing, Zhe-
jiang, Shen was one of the four hundred thousand middle school graduates
sent in 1968 to farm in Heilongjiang. He was assigned to the second regiment
of the fourth division of the Heilongjiang Production and Construction Corps,
which had its headquarters in Jiamusi. His farm, with a population of ten or
twenty thousand demobilized soldiers, rightists, and rusticated urban youths,
was located near the Muleng River in the eastern corner of Heilongjiang, an
area of continual border conflicts with the USSR. Among the many young peo-
ple in Heilongjiang were some who had aspired to enter art academies before
the colleges were closed, including about thirty graduates of the CAFA middle
school.

With the national leadership’s decision to sponsor national art exhibitions,
the authorities in Heilongjiang, like those elsewhere, began organizing paint-
ers. Hao Boyi, a young oil painter and printmaker who was himself trained by
Chao Mei during the first great population influx of the Great Leap Forward,
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Shen Jiawei, Standing Guard for Our
Great Motherland, 1974, oil on canvas,
collection of the artist,
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was assigned to recruit and supervise the young soldier-artists. In 1971, he
ordered a select group of young farmers to attend an art creation class in
Jiamusi.

Hao Boyi taught printmaking in the Beidahuang style, and at least one of
his pupils has gone on to become a professional printmaker.?38 Students who
wished to work in other media experimented and taught one another. The
program continued for the next five years, with artists dividing their time
between art work in Jiamusi and manual labor on their farms. Heilongjiang
prints were shown in most major exhibitions of the 1970s, and many were
published in Chinese Literature and other magazines for distribution abroad.
Shen Jiawei entered the group in 1973 and produced his vision of a heroic bor-
der guard during the next year. Because he was singled out by Jiang Qing,
Shen Jiawei had an experience similar to that of Liu Chunhua. Rocketed to
fame on the basis of his first major painting, he remained a celebrity for two
years, After Jiang Qing’s arrest, however, his reputation now tarnished, he
spent most of the rest of the decade trying to prove to the art world that he
really did have some artistic talent.3?

In 1975, the leading national art magazine of the late Cultural Revolution
period, Meishu ziliao (Art Material), published an article in which Shen ex-
plained how he had come to create Standing Guard for Our Great Mother-
land 140 The overall theme of his painting, he wrote, was suggested by a pa-
triotic song widely heard during the period. In 1973, he participated in a
class for amateur artists, where he was given an opportunity to visit the Wusuli
River, There he was permitted to climb a watchtower where soldiers were de-
fending the Chinese border against the Soviets. The spectacular natural scenery
reinforced the importance of the soldiers’ patriotic duty.

Upon his return to the military camp, his sketch of the scene was approved
by local authorities, who gave him permission to collect more material during
a future visit to the site. His composition was guided further by principles of
Chairman Mao, such as: “Our requirement is the unification of politics and
art, the unification of contents and form, the unification of revolutionary po-
litical contents and the most perfect artistic form,” and “The life reflected in
artistic and literary works can be and should be loftier, more intense, more
concentrated, more typical, and more ideal than ordinary actual life, thus it
will be more universal [pubian].”1#! Shen claims additional inspiration from
the study of revolutionary model operas, which emphasized heroic characters.
Classmates, further, suggested that one soldier could be made more prominent
by placing him against an empty sky. His height was emphasized by lowering
the railing and by aligning his head and feet with the lines of architectural re-
cession, This construction was indeed perfectly in keeping with one of Jiang
Qing’s revolutionary aesthetic principles, known as the “three prominences.”
As discussed in Meishu ziliao in 1973, the three prominences required that, in
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figures, artists emphasize the positive; that, in positive figures, they emphasize
the heroic; and that, in heroic characters, they emphasize the central figure.!42

The official art of the Cultural Revolution was stylistically and thematically
uniform. The rather limited taste of Jiang Qing, to whom all art authorities
ultimately answered, was the primary reason for this weakness. The standards
set by the 1972, 1973, and 1974 exhibitions dominated the Chinese art world
until 1979, where we will end our narrative. Artists who mastered the Cultural
Revolution style, moreover, found it extremely difficult to shake off in later
years. Several oil painters have complained that their eyes were ruined by the
red-hued palette they used throughout the decade. Many of the figure paintings
and landscape studies painted in the 1980s by professors at CAFA, for exam-
ple, represent the artists’ efforts to retrain themselves to paint colors as they see
them.

Some artists, particularly those in pragmatic Shanghai, have confessed that
their primary goal in painting was to please the leadership. Tang Muli, a well-
educated, thoughtful boy from an artistic family, viewed painting as an art free
of the dangers of self-expression; such was the dire intellectual and spiritual
state of painting in China in the mid-1970s. The official exhibitions, neverthe-
less, did demonstrate high levels of technical accomplishment—a fact attrib-
utable to the training provided by the national art academies in the 1950s.
Gao Jingde was a product of this system, and within the thematic limitations
imposed upon him he promoted academic technical standards throughout the
nation.

Jiang Qing, apparently unaware that her Cultural Revolution art was
actually a form of the academic painting she had earlier castigated, set about
reorganizing the national art academies in 1973. On orders from the Culture
Group of the State Council, she was appointed director of the newly created
May Seventh College of Arts. The art school was to be on the former CAFA
campus and to employ some of its professors. A temporary party administra-
tive team was appointed. Zhong Qiuyuan directed the team; Sun Zixi, a
teacher at the middle school, was vice-director. Other team members included
former administrators Gu Yuan, Zhang Qiren, Wu Biduan, Li Yiran, and Liu
Wei,143

In November, many art professors returned to a strangely reconstituted in-
stitution. The new curriculum was three years in length, students were required
to be children of poor workers, peasants, or soldiers, and all instruction was to
incorporate manual labor with the practice of art.!4* The first class entered,
without examination, in March 1974. Jiang Qing’s experiment was later consid-
ered a massive failure, although one of the students from that class, Xu Bing,
became a star of the late-1980s avant-garde movement. Meanwhile, artistic
activity of a very different sort was occurring under the auspices of Zhou Enlai
and the Administration of Foreign Trade.
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The Black Painting Exhibitions

Zhou Enlai, always sensitive to China’s world image, requested in 1971 that
the hotels and railway stations defaced by Red Guard slogans and pictures be
redecorated. 145 The foreign visitors who were invited to China during the dip-
lomatic thaw of the 1970s were to be shown an elegant, orderly image. The
paintings should be in national, contemporary styles. They were to display
China’s ancient cultural history and artistic standards and to be both simple
and bold. For rhes{e purposes, landscape painting was not to be considered one
of the “four olds.t\’\‘_‘f)Similar works were to be prepared for export, to earn
needed foreign exchange. To this end, talented older artists were to be freed
from captivity.

In Shanghai, artists produced almost two thousand such paintings. Ac-
cording to a leading Shanghai arts administrator, Cultural Revolution leaders
Wang Hongwen, Zhang Chungiao, and Yao Wenyuan personally inspected
and approved the results.!¥7 Art organizations nationwide began similar
projects. Shi Lu, for example, provided thirty paintings to the Tianjin For-
eign Trade Administration for export.148 Yan Han produced a lovely series
of flower prints in the multiblock shuiyin technique for the Beijing Hotel and
the International Club (fig. 126).

The following year, 1972, many artists who had been.condemned by the
Red Guard as counterrevolutionaries were rehabilitated.[“-‘?_g'/This liberation,
after six or seven years of inactivity, yielded an outp'ouri‘:{g of high-quality
paintings. Stimulated by the thaw, guobua artists such as Shi Lu and Li
Keran painted some of the most beautiful"landscapes of their careers. Shi Lu’s
Mount Hua (fig. 127), depicting a famous site of his region, is a superb ex-
years later, is nevertheless typical of a new style that dominated his work of
the period. The oil painter Pang Xungin produced a lovely, rather decorative
still life (fig. 129). Tragically, however, the artists once again became the vic-
tims of political factionalism. As Zhou Enlai grew ever weaker from cancer,
Jiang Qing and her allies sought to position themselves for the succession bat-
tle. An ideological campaign against Confucius was launched in late 1973, its
real target being Zhou Enlai.

In every part of the cultural world, a nationwide target was selected for
the Anti-Confucius campaign, which attacked Western values as well as the
ancient Chinese classics.!5? The cinema’establishment, for example, singled out
an insufficiently flattering documentary about China by the Italian filmmaker
Michelangelo Antonioni, who had been invited to visit the country in 1972, as
an object for virulent attack.!S? Yet Gao Jingde and his assistants failed to find
such a target in the art world, which was, after all, under their own direction.
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FIGURE 126

Yan Han, Spider Plant, 1972,
polychromatic woodblock print, collec-
tion of the artist,

No convenient foreigner was at hand. According to an anti—Jiang Qing article
of 1977, which may have been written by Gao’s repentant assistants, in late
1973 Wang Mantian wrote a secret letter to Zhang Chungiao, Jiang Qing,
and Yao Wenyuan reporting on the artistic activity in the fields of foreign
trade and foreign affairs.!S2 Another knowledgeable source maintains that
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1972, ink on paper,

Shi Lu, Mount Hua,

courtesy of Cemac Ltd.
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FIGURE 128

ink and color

Li Keran, Landscape of the Pure River
Li, 1975, hanging scroll,
on paper, 100 ¢m X 69 cm.



FIGURE 129
Pang Xungin, Still Life, 1973, oil on
canvas, 61 cm X 50 cm, Chinese National
Art Gallery.
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Yao Wenyuan himself supplied the target for the art world.!3? In any event,
the art leadership’s initial inability to find a target for the Anti-Confucius cam-
paign was overcome, thanks to intervention from higher up.

At an expanded meeting of the Shanghai Municipal Party Committee held
on January 2, 1974, Yao attacked a catalogue published by the Shanghai For-
eign Trade Administration.}54 The pamphlet, Zhongguohua (Chinese Paint-
ings), contained nonpolitical paintings by Lin Fengmian, Li Keran, Pan Tian-
shou, Cheng Shifa, Fu Baoshi, Ya Ming, and many other famous guohua
painters, as well as some pre-1949 paintings. Yao cited one example as par-
ticularly dreadful, a 1973 painting of a rooster entitled Welcoming Spring. 153
The rooster’s bulging eyes and upraised tail were, to Yao, clear evidence of
its anger—anger directed against the socialist system.

After further investigation, this heinous publication was linked to the in- .

terior decoration of the Beijing Hotel and International Club. Wang Mantian
gathered many of the works in Beijing for a black painting exhibition and
series of criticism meetings held in February and March. The preface to the ex-
hibition stated, “The production of these black paintings received the open en-
couragement and support of certain people”!56—an outright attack on Zhou
Enlai. The leadership extremists interpreted the paintings in ways that made
them appear actively dangerous rather than simply apolitical. Li Kuchan’s pic-
ture of eight ragged lotus leaves, for example, was attacked as a criticism of
Jiang Qing’s eight model operas. The movement, once launched, was expanded
to included unpublished works, Huang Yongyu was reported to authorities in
Nanjing for a painting of a winking owl he gave to his friend Song Wenzhi.157
His image was interpreted, probably with justification, as a display of dissatis-
faction with the regime.158 It was confiscated and sent to Beijing for the ex-
hibition. As the Black Painting Movement proceeded, the masses were encour-
aged to express ever more far-fetched criticisms. Yan Han’s print of a spider
plant (fig. 126), or digolan (hanging orchid) in Chinese, allegedly accused the
Cultural Revolution of “hanging the gentlemen.” This bizarre theory was de-
rived from traditional symbolism in which the orchid represented the upright
educated gentleman,!5?

The totalitarian means by which Jiang Qing maintained artistic orthodoxy
may be seen in Yan Han’s experience, which makes sense only if one assumes
that Yan had been a subject of investigation for some time. He recalls that one
spring day, soldiers from the art academy, of which Jiang Qing was then
director, arrived at his door to bustle him off to the academy for a neibu, or
restricted, exhibition of black paintings. Two other old artists were present, Li
Keran and Wu Zuoren. All three were required to read lengthy confessions,
and articles about the traitorous artists were subsequently published in major
newspapers. 160

A former official recalls that he advised Wang Mantian to limit the scope
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of the movement.!é1 Indeed, he said, an expansion might well reflect on their
own leadership if local authorities found black artists among those they had
previously exhibited. Local art authorities, however, oblivious to the real target
of Yao Wenyuan’s attacks, continued to jump on the bandwagon. Although
some artists in Shanghai believe that local authorities acted on their own initia-
tive, many of the latter claimed afterward that the late and little-lamented
Wang Mantian made them do it.162 Official accounts report that she sent
underlings to eight or nine provinces and cities, including Shanghai, Nanjing,
Xi’an, and Ji’nan, to organize their activities.?63

The Shanghai black painting exhibition was organized by the propaganda
department of the Municipal Party Committee soon after the Beijing show. In
late February, party authorities attacked the pamphlet Zhongguohua as satis-
fying the needs of imperialism, revisionism, and counterrevolution. On March
6, the policy of promoting nonpolitical guohua was attacked as fawning for
foreign exchange. On March 20, the Shanghai newspapers Jiefang ribao and
Wenbuibao began what was to be a two-month assault on the catalogue.164 It
was against this background that the exhibition was held.

The organizers of the neibu exhibition cast their net widely; they included
paintings by artists of various ages and specialties, ranging from Zhu Qizhan,
Feng Zikai, Lin Fengmian, and Wu Dayu, all elderly artists from the Shanghai
Painting Institute (formerly known as the Shanghai Institute of Chinese Paint-
ing), to the nineteen-year-old Han Xin, an amateur oil painter who had been
reported to the authorities by a cultural palace administrator. In one particu-
larly ironic example, the monumental oil painting project commissioned earlier
by Jiefang ribao to win Jiang Qing’s favor, the Yellow River series, now back-
fired. When exhibited in Beijing in 1973, the paintings, disappointingly, had
attracted only moderate interest. Now, one of the works, by Xia Baoyuan, a
young Shanghai Art School graduate, was ruled to be a black painting, because
the faces of the figures were too white, like those of dead people. At the other
extreme, the unemployed Ha Ding, who had made his living producing factory
paintings for cheap Hong Kong galleries since the forced closing of his private
studio, was mortified to have his potboilers publicly exhibited and criticized
for their lack of political content.

Guohua painters were particularly vulnerable. Pan Tianshou was attacked
posthumously for a painting he had given to a Shanghai official. Chen Dayu’s
rooster, Welcoming Spring, was displayed prominently near the entrance to the
black painting exhibition. An important focus of criticism was Cheng Shifa, for
he exemplified everything the movement aimed to destroy. His work was not
only apolitical, but it also sold well abroad. Calendar pages from Hong Kong
and other reproductions of his paintings in foreign hands covered the walls of
the exhibition. At the criticism session, he was attacked for unhealthy inscrip-
tions, for formalistic images, and for catering to foreign buyers. While the
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FIGURE 130

Cheng Shifa, Girl and Deer (dedicated to
James Cahill), 1973, ink and color on
paper, James Cahill, Berkeley, California.

sweet picture of a girl playing with a deer that we reproduce (fig. 130) was pre-
sumably unknown to his attackers, it is typical of the Cheng Shifa work that
Jiang Qing found unhealthy. The painting, which is similar to one published in
the infamous Zhongguohua catalogue, was given to an American professor in
1973. ’

In March, Wang Mantian’s representatives arrived in Xi’an to organize a
black painting exhibition. According to one report, they found their work
much easier than it had been in Beijing, for the Xi’an artists naively wrote in-
scriptions on all their paintings. Held in late March, the Xi’an exhibition in-
cluded sixty revisionist and counterrevolutionary paintings by twenty artists.
Zhao Wangyun, Shi Lu, He Haixia, and Fang Jizhong were prominent targets.
After a criticism meeting in which a thousand people participated, every local-
ity was ordered to continue criticizing black paintings. Newspapers published
many articles laying out charges against the counterrevolutionary artists. He
Haixia was attacked for a painting called Moonlight at Yanling, which was in-
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scribed as having been painted on a trip with Shi Lu and Li Qi. Zhao Wang-
yun’s paintings were castigated as “black mountains and black streams.”

Denunciations of Shi Lu became particularly pronounced once a cache of
thirty export paintings was found in Tianjin. A team was immediately orga-
nized to investigate him, and the old charges of his leading a “wild, weird, cha-
otic, and black” school of painting were revived. His feisty poem of 1963 (see
p. 296) had been seized by the Red Guard and was now declared by Wang
Mantian to be a “Counterrevolutionary Manifesto.” Only recently liberated to
serve as a consultant for local submissions to the national exhibition, he was
once again labeled a counterrevolutionary.165

The fundamental issue behind the Black Painting Movement was Zhou En-
lai’s contention that China should have two standards for art, one for domestic
and one for foreign consumption. This view was not new, for Zhou had long
served as a bridge between the CCP and the outside world; the double stan-
dard in art was in fact a natural extension of his United Front policy, with
which he sought to maintain a highly civilized and moderate facade for the
Chinese Communist party. Given such a formulation, Jiang Qing and Wang
Mantian were left to hold their annual socialist realist art exhibitions for the
masses, while institutions under Zhou Enlai’s direction would produce mildly
nationalistic or pleasantly apolitical paintings for the rest of the world. While
such an approach has its own political logic, to Jiang Qing it appeared that
Zhou Enlai had usurped the only territory over which she had unquestioned
authority: the cultural sphere. The paintings were not commissioned through
the culture group of the State Council; instead, Zhou simply activated the for-
eign affairs and foreign trade bureaucracies to carry out his ideas. Attacks
against him, however, focused not on this power struggle, but on his fun-
damental policy. Jiang Qing and her allies simply rejected the need for dual
artistic standards.166

For most black artists, the years after 1974 were difficult. Daily self-
criticism sessions at their work units were mandatory. Because the artists had
been branded as criminals, all but their most faithful friends shunned them.
When their protector, Zhou Enlai, died of cancer on January 8, 1976, Mao
sent no condolences to his widow.167 A demonstration held to commemorate
him in April drew hundreds of thousands of people; nevertheless, it was put
down and condemned, allegedly because bad people had taken control. Mao
Zedong himself lived until September 9, 1976; within weeks of his passing, the
Gang of Four—Jiang Qing, Yao Wenyuan, Wang Hongwen, and Zhang
Chungiao—were arrested. The great exhibition of Cultural Revolution art
planned for the fall of 1976 did not take place.
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