VIS 257: In Pursuit of Modernity – 20th Century Chinese Art
Brief Course Description:
The course is a comprehensive study of Chinese art in the twentieth century. It is
structured with a thematic emphasis in a chronological order, giving equal attention to
technique, stylistic analysis, and interpretation in historical and cultural context. The
establishment of the Republic of China in 1911 has turned the history of Chinese art
to a new page that is best described as ‘modern’. With the unprecedented political,
social and cultural upheavals encompassing China at the beginning of the century,
Chinese artists defined ‘art’ in a new light. New forms of art, conceiving syntheses of
new ideas and values, fostered a diversified development of Chinese art. Such
development was however interrupted, first by the outbreak of the Sino-Japanese War
in 1937, then by the Communist Party’s seizure of power in 1949. From 1949 to late
1970s, creativity in mainland China was confined to works of political propaganda,
continuous development of Chinese art was scattered in areas outside mainland China
by Chinese artists living in Hong Kong, Taiwan and abroad. Approaching the end of
the twentieth century, as a result of the reopening policy adopted by the People’s
Republic of China, Chinese artists once again started off their explosive search for
new forms and styles, much as their predecessors had done in the beginning of the
century, but with very different purposes.
Aims:
The course will enable students:
1. to look into the development of Chinese art of the Twentieth century in a larger
political, social and cultural context
2. to analyze the relationship between art and politics, and art and commercial markets
by examining the works of artists in China, Hong Kong and Taiwan after 1911
3. to think critically about the meaning of modernity in Chinese art
4. to be able to engage in discussion about contemporary Chinese art and its relationship
to globalization
Learning Outcomes:
This course is designed to enhance basic knowledge, critical evaluation and analytical
appreciation of Chinese art in the Twentieth century.
Completion of the course should grant students:
1. a basic understanding of how Chinese artists after 1911 saw the world anew and how
they defined their roles and the function of art
2. knowledge of the main trends of artistic ideals and the styles of Chinese art in the

twentieth century
The knowledge will enable students to:
1. recognize the complexity and problems in defining ‘modernity’ in Chinese art
2. assess the value, significance and impacts of Chinese art in the twentieth-century
Engage in further, independent learning and reflection on the meaning and value of
modern and contemporary Chinese art.
Indicative Content:
1.

A new page of history: collapse of the Qing Empire

2.

Social and cultural transformations in early twentieth century China

3.

Social status and roles of Chinese artists in the early twentieth century

4.

Visions of Chinese painters in the early 20th Century

5.

New definition of art

Main trends of artistic ideals before 1937
7.
The ‘traditionalists’ and the ‘reformists’
8.
New movement brought forth by the Sino-Japanese War
9.
Art and politics: development of Chinese art in China after 1949
10. Art and fame: development of Chinese art in HK and overseas after 1949
11. Art in a global context: new developments in Chinese art after 1970s
12. Problems of defining ‘modernity’ in Chinese painting

6.

Teaching Method:
Lectures and tutorial discussions

Measurement of Learning Outcomes
Students’ progress towards the learning outcomes outlined above will be measured by
continuous assessments focused on the students’ successful engagement with the
lectures, active participation in tutorial discussions, reading and understanding of
critical texts, performance in presentations and written assignments. In addition,
students’ knowledge of the subject will be assessed by a final examination at the end
of the term.
Assessment:
65% Continuous Assessment
35% Final Examination
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Important Notes:
(1)

Students are expected to spend a total of 9 hours (i.e. 3* hours of class contact and 6* hours of

personal study) per week to achieve the course learning outcomes.
(2)

Students shall be aware of the University regulations about dishonest practice in course work,

tests and examinations, and the possible consequences as stipulated in the Regulations Governing
University Examinations. In particular, plagiarism, being a kind of dishonest practice, is “the
presentation of another person’s work without proper acknowledgement of the source, including
exact phrases, or summarised ideas, or even footnotes/citations, whether protected by copyright or
not, as the student’s own work”. Students are required to strictly follow university regulations
governing academic integrity and honesty.
(3)

Students are required to submit writing assignment(s) using Turnitin.

(4)

To enhance students’ understanding of plagiarism, a mini-course “Online Tutorial on Plagiarism

Awareness” is available on https://pla.ln.edu.hk/.

*

Numbers of hours are subject to adjustment for individual courses.

