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The Paper 23 September 2017 Li Yadi

“Chen Danqing and Others on Masterpieces from the Dutch Golden Age: Classical Art is
Hard to Define”

The first session of the Touring Lecture Series at the Shanghai Long Museum, West Bund took
place on the same day as the opening of the exhibition “Rembrandt, Vermeer and Hals in the
Dutch Golden Age: Masterpieces from The Leiden Collection.” Guests Chen Danqing and Yin
Zhaoyang gave a talk entitled “The Classical Masters and I,” in an effort to contextualize the
17™ century Dutch Golden Age in the history of art.

Art masters can be judged by later generations, but the term “classical” is hard to define

“We talk about classical art in general, but we can hardly define it,” artist Chen Danqing
declared. “Let us try to be precise. Does classical art mean Renaissance, Baroque, or 19"
century? Any of these can arguably be referred to as classical periods. We cannot simply say
realism either. Realism was started by Courbet, and we know that no such concept existed
previously. We also claim that Baroque art should be divided into several regions, and thus
cannot be generalized. The only certainty is that, in terms of timeline, classical art happened
before us. With limited knowledge and understanding of the world, these artists produced
important works. At that time in China, for instance, Dong Qichang lived in the Songjiang
region, which is close to where we are right now. The place was very small, and far away from
Nanjing. Back then, art circles were rare and limited in size. People would stay in small places
all their lives. They might enjoy some kind of communication with each other, but certainly
nothing like what we are able to do nowadays. In fact, the impact of science, technology,
transportation, and learning has greatly varied depending on the period in history. These forces
can literally make or break achievements of the past. Yin Zhaoyang, who happened to disregard
art history classes as a student, gradually realized the importance of classical art. Its most
important role is indeed to provide a reference point in the very process of learning about art.”

In “Tradition and the Individual Talent” T.S. Eliot wrote: “Someone said: ‘The dead writers are
remote from us because we know so much more than they did.” Precisely, and they are that
which we know.” Art is the same. Sometimes we claim with certainty that knowledge will kill
artistic sensitivity, yet also believe that artists should be educated, understand the origins and
evolution of art, and be aware of their own position, as long as these capacities do not hinder the
necessary receptiveness or encourage laziness.

At the beginning of the lecture, Chen Danqing expressed similar views on the content of the
exhibition: “Works by different artists represent about two-thirds of this show, which is a
comprehensive collection of Dutch paintings in the 17" century.” “Comprehensive” and
“systematic” are two words that Chen Danqing uses frequently when talking about galleries and
art institutions. According to him, foreign museums such as the Metropolitan Museum, the
British Museum, and the Hermitage Museum organize their exhibits with great precision and
rigor; for example, geographically organized by continents, or chronologically from ancient to
modern. The sequencing is clear and important. From great-grandfather to grandfather, father,
son, and grandson, the system is explicitly explained, allowing the audience to form a coherent




and continuous impression. Such exhibitions, however, are quite rare. The present one uses
Rembrandt, Vermeer, and Hals as the main anchors, while the regional characteristics and
historical timelines are very clear.

Back in the 50s and 60s of the previous century, Chen Danqing, a teenager, did not own any
picture book. All that he had was a black and white print of “Art Philosophy” by Fu Lei. He
learned about Rembrandt, Vermeer, Michelangelo, and other Western artists from that
publication, and fell madly in love. “I would call Rembrandt’s name in my dreams,” he said. In
comparison, we enjoy much more cultural exchanges in this day and age. Some of the European
masters’ original works have been on display here in China, and even an authentic sketch by Da
Vinci (Study of a Bear’s Head) has come for the first time. That being said, the “frenzy” seems
to be gone. People are certainly aware of these masters, but there are so many artists to know
about that it has become difficult to replicate the kind of excitement that prevailed when
information was harder to access. When Along the River During the Qingming Festival was
exhibited at the Shanghai Museum, people would queue for five or six hours to buy a ticket. If
the Mona Lisa were to visit China, something similar would undoubtedly take place. However,
some people would go simply to take a picture. Should we be referring to this as “the era of
museums” or “the era of tourism™? Do people still seek a genuine connection with art as they
used to? Now, Rembrandt is here and that’s great. Whether or not this is happening at the best
time remains unclear, but he should still come and come more often — especially given that we
are still trying to establish the classical timeframe and figure out the master’s impact on culture.

In today’s misplaced narrative, classical art seems to have lost its standing. The “theory of
outdatedness” becomes inevitable. Chen Danqing recounted that Impressionism was once
deemed passé, that abstract art was described as obsolete after WWII, and that even as recently
as the 90s Damien Hirst became “out of fashion.” These trends and artists are considered
“outdated” because time is a concept that works against them. A prominent art critic once
declared that “figurative expressionism” was dead and that the future belonged to abstract art.
Yet when I landed in America in the 80s, I realized that it too was dead. Art has always been
governed by time and as such defined periodically — sometimes 30 years for period, sometimes
10. And it is becoming antiquated at an even more rapid pace now. In contrast, classical art is
unlikely to suffer from premature outdatedness; especially its earliest forms — Egyptian art,
ancient Greek and Roman art, pre-Qin and Han Dynasty art. We are so far removed from them.
It can still elicit new experiences, new visual impact, and even inspiration. For example,
Matisse drew inspiration from African art. Fashionable things are much more likely to become
outdated fast. But classical and eternal things will never be obsolete.

According to T.S. Eliot, an artist “must be aware that the mind of Europe—the mind of his own
country—a mind which he learns in time to be much more important than his own private
mind—is a mind which changes, and that this change is a development which abandons nothing
en route, which does not superannuate either Shakespeare, or Homer, or the rock drawing of the
Magdalenian draughtsmen.” Every new artist represents the sum of all his predecessors, and the
fact that classical art has actually integrated into the DNA of future generations of artists —
whether they admit it or not — is what ensures that different periods can flourish on their own.




