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WHITHER ART HISTORY?
Wither Art History?
Shao Yiyang

When I entered the Department of Art History and Theory at
the Central Academy of Fine Arts in Beijing in 1989, art his-
tory and theory were the farthest things from the minds of
many artists. In fact, for the generation who survived the Cul-
tural Revolution, history and theory were rather suspect con-
cepts, tainted by ideology. During the Cultural Revolution,
students had not been allowed to study even the Chinese tra-
dition of art historical writings dating back centuries, consid-
ered a legacy of the past feudal society.

As a discipline, art history first appeared in the People’s
Republic of China in the 1950s. Until the 1990s, there were
only two art history departments taking both undergraduate
and graduate students, the Central Academy of Fine Arts and
the former Central Academy of Crafts in Beijing.! Students
were trained in the method of traditional art history, mainly
derived from the Soviet model,? which was generally defined
as being about style, attributions, dating, authenticity, rarity,
restoration, the detection of forgery, as well as the rediscov-
ery of forgotten artists and the meanings of pictures.®

Modern Western art history and theory, introduced with
the reform policy in China, have been particularly popular
among the younger generation since the 1980s.* As a recent
discipline with its foundations not yet established, art history
carries the joy and excitement of exploring the new.

The works of Alois Riegl, Heinrich Woélfflin, E. H. Gom-
brich, and Erwin Panofsky have been translated into Chinese
since the late 1980s and added as part of the curriculum. In
the following years, a wider range of texts became available
in Chinese, including those by Michael Baxandall, Arnold
Hauser, T. J. Clark, Meyer Schapiro, Leo Steinberg, and
Hans Belting.® These translations and studies have helped
transform and restructure the entire discipline of art history
and theory in China. Not only has the discipline been greatly
expanded, it has also in turn become accessible to scholars
throughout Chinese art studies. For instance, iconography
has become one of the most widely employed methodologi-
cal approaches for studying Chinese Buddhist art and tradi-
tional Chinese painting. .

By the end of the 1990s, art history as a scholarly discipline
had gained greater independent status in China but was still
primarily allied with an art academy. The advantage of this
association is that the art historian can benefit from empiri-
cal studies of visual experience, while the artist can be
inspired by history and critical theory. This intersection of
theory and practice in the Chinese art academy has arguably
fostered the development of Chinese art.®

Since the introduction of the new art history, Chinese
scholars have become aware that in the past decades, the dis-
cipline of art history in the West has been greatly enlarged by
various postmodern critiques, including Marxist, feminist,
psychoanalytic, and sociopolitical ideas. The rise of the social

history of art and the later manifestation of visual culture
studies entailed a rethinking of the relation between art and
history and drew attention to the issues of the definition of
art as well as what constitutes art history. The new art histori-
ans question the status of art and the automatic assumption
that art only carries meaning in certain media and styles, and
how such objects and not others came to be called “art” in
the first place, and why they alone are worthy of study.” They
claim that a work of art could be a piece of history analyzed
like any other historical event.®

The main position of “visual culture,” as W. J. T. Mitchell
explains, “must be grounded not just in the interpretation of
images, but also in the description of the social field of the
gaze, the construction of subjectivity, identity, desire, mem-
ory, and imagination.” Mitchell’s “manifesto” of visual cul-
ture offers the potential for the inclusion, expansion,
reevaluation, and critique of the “old” discipline of art his-
tory. Certain deconstructionist techniques as well as gender,
race, and class theory have been useful in bringing about a
revision of practices in the humanities.

While most art historians suggest that expanding the disci-
plinary boundaries of art history is an enriching process and
inclusion acts to revitalize the field, some have argued that the
discipline of art history already possesses the tools and tech-
niques necessary to deal with the expanding world of visual
culture. For instance, Australian art historian Bernard Smith
maintains that “art history needs to be more alert to the chal-
lenges that come from the empirical sciences than from those
that proceed from fashionable philosophers who dabble in art
history and from current ideologies.””® He outlines the main
components of art history as identification, classification, eval-
uation, and interpretation and devotes much effort to the
defense of the existing scholarly rigors of the discipline. Those
defending art history against the emerging concept of visual
culture recapitulate debates that have been going on for some
time. Even Mitchell warns: “Visual culture must resist the
temptation to the sort of easy pluralism that would deny any
general force to its central concept . . . vision.”!!

The last decade has also seen the introduction of
“interdisciplinary” visual culture studies in China, giving rise
to concerns about its threat to the emerging discipline of
Chinese art history. With the vast expansion of the university
across the country in the early twenty-first century, some new
art history departments were instituted, while some were
placed within the newly established school of humanities.'?
In 2008, the first department of visual culture was formed at
the National Academy of Fine Arts at Hangzhou.'® Visual cul-
ture theory has since been added to the teaching curriculum
at the Central Academy of Fine Arts.'*

This new development certainly raised more questions for
the newly established discipline, such as: If “the new art
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history” or “visual culture studies” have applied critical meth-
ods to its own practices in the West,' can it aid in refining
the methodology of other cultures, including Chinese art his-
tory? While it is possible to critique the social conditions of
the reception of “non-Western art” such as “Chinese art,”
how can one critique the “traditional” history of Chinese art
if it is not recorded in the same way as European art?

China has a long history of scholarship in art, especially in
Chinese painting. Evidence of this goes all the way back to
the fourth century.'® One of the earliest recorded writings
on art is Xie He’s “Six Principles of Chinese Painting”
(Huihua liufa), taken from the preface to his book The Classi-
fication of Old Paintings (Guhua pinlu), written about 550, per-
taining to “ancient” and classic practices. Based on his “six
principles,” Xie He believed that artists’ primary objective is
to capture the vitality of the subjects as well as to demonstrate
their own taste, spirit, and moral sensitivity in the paintings.
His theory is more concerned with the criteria for aesthetic
evaluation and principles for the painter to cultivate than in
giving a canonical description of the past.

It was Zhang Yanyuan who initiated the style of writing on
art history in China. His “On Famous Paintings in Past
Dynasties” (Lidai minghua ji, 847) added the practices of
recording, appraising, collecting, circulating, and even
mounting as components indispensable to painting and gave
rise to the integral research system of Chinese painting his-
tory. The book extensively covered the major developments
and significant theories on the history of painting. The biog-
raphy section consisted of comprehensive records of
painters’ lives, thoughts, and works. Zhang Yanyuan agreed
with Xie He’s theory that art has moral functions. He also
stressed the importance of imagination and creativity in
painting, which he believed. very much relied on the artist’s
taste, education, knowledge, and personality.

Zhang Yanyuan’s treatise, like many other ancient schol-
arly works on Chinese painting, applied Confucian and Tao-
ist precepts and thought to the subject, which is thus
believed to constitute a purely Chinese way of writing about
and understanding art. It was also noted by Chinese scholars
that Zhang Yanyuan’s “On Famous Paintings in Past
Dynasties” appeared more than seven hundred years earlier
than the first book on Western art history, by Giorgio
Vasari.!” But the texts of these ancient scholars are rather
succinct and difficult to translate with their full meaning.
The interpretative methodology of Chinese painting is based
on the Chinese traditional cultural context, such as the sig-
nificance and purpose of art expression and presentation,
the undifferentiated way of reading both painting literature
and calligraphy. Taken from this context, “On Famous Paint-
ings in Past Dynasties” reads simply like a catalog, chronicle,
or story, which may be seen as the foundation or source of
modern art historical writing rather than art history itself.
The method of writing, as James Elkins has argued, is
“fundamentally different from nineteenth- and twentieth-cen-
tury art history in purpose and narrative structure.”'®

Modern art history in China emerged in the early twentieth
century, influenced by the Western model. Teng Gu’s Zhong-
guo meishu xiaoshi (A brief history of Chinese art, 1926) offered
a new theoretical framework for Chinese art, featuring a linear
and progressive conception of time. This Darwinist approach

is particularly apparent in his periodization of Chinese art.
Teng Gu divided the history of Chinese art into four periods
related to style transformation: growth (shengzhang shidai, from
the emergence of art to the Han dynasty), crossfertilization
(hunjiao shidai, encompassing the Wei, Jin, and the Six Dynas-
ties), the flourishing period (changsheng shidai, from the Sui to
the Song), and stagnation (chenzhi shidai, the Yuan, Ming, and
Qing dynasties).'® He saw an artistic decline during the later
dynasties. Most impressively, Teng Gu considered the crossfer-
tilization and flourishing periods as producing tremendous
innovations in art. During that time Chinese culture was
actively integrated with others. The descriptive terminology for
the periodization invented by Teng Gu and shared by other
Chinese scholars demonstrates their effort to establish a scien-
tific discipline of Chinese art history, to position Chinese art in
parallel with Western art, and to elucidate the comparability of
Chinese art to Western art.

The power structure of contemporary art history and theory,
however, makes a general theory of art and unified methodol-
ogy seem unlikely to many. Art historians around the world
need to have their own voice within the main forums of inter-
national art history and theory. Chinese scholars should look
to Chinese tradition and their own scholarship on art; literati
painting on landscape, for instance, may help to clarify why
narratives of Chinese art history should not purely depend on
the West. But is there a purely “Chinese way” of writing and
thinking about art? How is the Chinese way of understanding
art commensurate with the concept of art history as it is prac-
ticed in the European and North American model?

The institutional situation in which art history finds itself
in twenty-first-century China, very different from the Western
context, is the background against which the argument
between art history and visual culture will be played out. The
main threat to art history in China may come not from the
new methodology of the West but from the economic
and ideological agenda dominating decision making in the
Chinese system of education. Mitchell’s formulation that
“aesthetics is an eighteenth-century discipline, art history a
nineteenth-century one, and visual studies that of the twenty-
first”®® may well pertain to the European and North Ameri-
can situation, but it certainly cannot apply to the Chinese
academic situation. As a rather new practice, art history in
China must justify its place culturally within Chinese art insti-
tutions and universities. Most of the universities do not have
an art history department; instead, they have departments of
aesthetics, fine arts, or design with art historians on staff.?!
As an academic discipline, art history has never been taken as
seriously as history, literature, or archaeology among the
studies of humanities. If a defense of art historical scholar-
ship is called for, it may be imperative only in this cultural
situation. Given the rather isolated cultural conditions sur-
rounding the study of art history in China, the “tools” of
visual culture should not obscure the initial need to con-
struct the aesthetics and discipline of Chinese art history.
This need is particularly acute in relation to the study of Chi-
nese art. The traditional art history model, based on empiri-
cal study, is closely harnessed to many of the newly
established art galleries and museums and their‘collections.??
This is not to say that art history in China should retain its
previous form, but it is necessary to protect and defend the
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1 Xu Bing, Phoenix, 2008-15, installation view at the Venice Biennale, 2015, industrial waste, female: 20 ft. 8 in. x 101 ft. 8 in. x
23 ft. 8in. (6.3 x 31 x 7.2 m), male: 15 ft. 3in. x 98 ft. 3in. x 28 ft. 2in. (4.7 x 30 x 8.6 m). Private collection (artwork © Xu Bing;
photograph provided by the artist)

disciplines, while at the same time encouraging new interdis-
ciplinary approaches.

Just as the contemporary Chinese social economy largely
joined the generalized global market, the new method and
interpretative protocols for art history have been inevitably
pervasive in the current way of writing, thinking, and speak-
ing. If the “global community” of art historians should not
consist, in Hayden White’s words, of “congeries of historians
from various countries who have adopted the ‘standards of
practice’ of Western professional historians,”®® how could
non-Western art historians apply the apparatus of Western-
ized art history, and, at the same time, make use of the inter-
pretative methodologies from their own past?

While the debates between “old” and “new” art history and
the introduction of visual culture studies might contribute to
an understanding of the field’s potentialities, new research
on historiographical Chinese interpretative norms, the enor-
mous growth of library collections and translations, the
opportunity to travel, and the possibility to take part in inter-
national workshops also afford Chinese art historians new
outlets to make their own contribution to the discipline. It is
important for Chinese art historians to carry out detailed his-
torical research, but also keep up with contemporary theories
and methods, which is perhaps an ideal model for the future
of the discipline.

Is art history withering? The presumption of the end of the
discipline might just be like someone holding a dark mirror

to an optimistic future. It seems unlikely to happen under
the threat of visual culture on its trajectory toward interdisci-
plinary or transdisciplinary study, as long as it resists being
tied to a single grand narrative. The discipline of art history
may have been infected or threatened by excursions across
disciplinary boundaries, but art history is also growing from
the experience. Perhaps the best way to move forward is to
find the purpose of art history, which is vital for establishing
mutual understanding among all cultures, instead of margin-
alizing any culture or discourse.

In China, art history is certainly not withering but, on the
contrary, thriving. The rapid growth of the discipline in China
has involved all levels of the education, production, circula-
tion, valuation, and collection of art. Although there is still
some way to go for greater academic freedom and indepen-
dence in art history, as well as in other social sciences, more
contact with others in this discipline worldwide will lead to the
progress of Chinese academic research. The 34th Congress of
the International Committee of the History of Art (CIHA),
2016, in Beijing will possibly open up more prospects for
transformation. The widely open topic “terms” encourage
cross-cultural, cross-discipline communication, aiming to con-
stitute a sturdier platform from which to delve into the past,
while maintaining a perspective firmly focused on the future
potential of writing about world art as well as Chinese art. The
new art history may not take purely historical perspectives but
instead look to the future: What are the most promising new
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approaches? How can they aid our understanding of visual
art? Thoughts about temporalities and a philosophical base of
historical understanding are necessary to help direct the pres-
ent and open up more possibilities in the future.

In his manifesto “All the World’s Futures” for the Venice
Biennale 2015, curator Okwui Enwezor invoked Walter
Benjamin’s famous interpretation of Paul Klee’s painting
Angelus Novus, the angel of history, who flies ahead while
looking back.2* Despite the catastrophic destruction wrought
by modern progress, the future beckons. Chinese artist Xu
Bing’s installation Phoenix at Venice aptly addresses this topic
(Fig. 1). As a sort of imaginary hybrid with features of many
different birds, the phoenix has been represented in Chinese
art and literature for at least seven thousand years. The
majestic bird was painted on pottery and described at length
in the classic text The Classic of Mountains and Seas (Shan hai
jing). According to legend, the phoenix is only to be seen at
the dawn of a period of great harmony.

Xu Bing represented the mythical bird of Utopia as an
enormous floating statue composed of the detritus of urban
construction. The physical structure made of useless and dis-
carded objects bears people’s Utopian aspirations for a har-
monious world. Weaving together the fabric of Chinese
traditional myth and contemporary reality, the artist inter-
rogates the nature of present and past, spectacle and materi-
ality, the historical process and global contemporaneity.

The phoenix myth flows through the philosophy of Walter
Benjamin with an optimistic historical perspective: that a cul-
tural tradition can be renewed without clinging to its conven-
tions and that the deep wisdom of tradition can be invoked
with a vocabulary capable of articulating the contemporary.
The implications of this symbolic work can also be applied to
the worldwide conversation on the spread of art history on
global terms: chaotic but integrated; cultural circulation and
exchange; the possibility of mapping through tradition, and
moving art history forward.

Shao Yiyang, professor of art history and theory, especially modern and
contemporary art and theory, is deputy dean of the School of Humanities
at the Central Academy of Fine Arts, Beijing. Her publications in Chi-
nese include Art after Postmodernism, Beyond Postmodernism,
and Modern European Art History since the Seventeenth Cen-
tury [Central Academy of Fine Arts, no. 8 Huajidi South St.,
Chaoyang District, Beijing, China 100102, shaoyiyang@cafa.edu.cn].
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