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Director’s Foreword

After the founding of the Art Museum of CUHK in 1971, the museum began to collect works of art
for teaching and research purposes in 1973. Among the carliest acquisitions was a group of 900 Guangdong
painting and calligraphy assembled by the historian Jen Yu-wen (1896-1978), which form the backbone of
the museum collection. Gaps in the Guangdong holdings have since been strategically filled with generous
donations by the Bei Shan Tang Foundation and astute purchases, paving the way for thematic exhibitions on
important painters and schools.

The time has come for us to reconsider the development of Guangdong art holistically, so that one may
appreciate the intellectual milieu that nurtured individuals with distinctive personalities who took on painting
and calligraphy to express their ideals and beliefs, which often contrasted with mainstream and orthodox
thinking. These individuals may not have been categorized historically as artists, but their painting and
calligraphy had an impact on others, as their ideas were influential. In hindsight, while Guangdong is known
for its revolutionaries in modern history, revolutionary tendencies in political thoughts preceded seismic
revolutions, and a main reason for Jen Yu-wen—a politically active revolutionary—to collect Guangdong art
was to capture the writings and artistic expressions of some of those luminaries in the first place. Beginning
with philosophical educator Chen Xianzhang (1428-1500), a number of influential thinkers chose to teach
in local academies—and some took the tonsure—rather than to serve the government, so that generations of
Guangdong scholars were not subjected to conventional indoctrinations by the ruling regimes. Such “political
distancing” in the Ming prioritized self-cultivation over individual achievement and sowed the seeds for
critical thinking. By the later Qing period, however, many elites in Guangdong took office in their attempt to
reform the political system, and some reformers gained national eminence. Thus, the study of Guangdong art
is intricately related to the study of political and intellectual thought in Guangdong. As Hong Kong works
ever more closely with Guangdong with the meteoric rise of the Greater Bay Area, the exhibition offers a
timely review of the artistic and intellectual development of our neighboring region.

The timing of the exhibition is also auspiciously set to kick off a series of exhibitions that celebrate the
fiftieth anniversary of the Art Museum. This milestone gives us pause to critically reexamine the riches of
the collection, which has‘now grown to over 15,000 objects. New scholarship continually advances our
understanding of the collection, and we are proud to shed new lights on the Art Museum’s core collection. I
am especially pleased and thankful that our Research Associate Dr. Peggy Ho has taken the initiative to lead
this meaningful and important project. Given the broad scope of the works and ideas concerned, she has
judiciously selected key works and divided the exhibition into two phases, with the first phase focusing on the
Ming to high Qing period and the second phase on the late Qing through the Republican period. In order for
the scrolls to be displayed safely, conservation was expertly carried out by Master Xie Guanghan, Mike Leung,
Bamboo Yueng, and Woo Tsz-ming, and all the works were photographed by Ming Leung Tang. Kwanchi Lo
deserves credit for both the book and exhibition designs. We also thank Prof. Ho Chuan-hsing for writing the
title of the exhibition and catalogue in his graceful calligraphy. To others who have offered assistance to this
exhibition and catalogue, I am most grateful for their support.

Josh Yiu





