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The Phenomenon of realismin art had its inception in tumultuous nineteenth-
century E_urope. ]n 1848, social insurrection was widcsprcad on the continent. The
difficulties of industrialization had been unforeseen—the new habitat Providccl luxurg
for a few, comfort for some, but misery forall too many. This disParitg led to class
strugg]e. T}'\ough it never rea”g gained enougl—r in streng’ch to be called a “revolution”
orto be succcssncul, the “Rcvolution of 1848” had Far~reaching, unintended
consequences. A)C’cer 1848, there was a new toug]—mess of mind and an insistence on
viewing tlﬁings as t}’xeg were rather than as theg ouglﬁt to be. More and more Peopie
were sceking insiglﬁts into the true meaning of man and socicty. ]n literature and the
arts, this new attitude was called “realism.” Realism was conceived as an art form with a
social consciousness, characterized bg the search for a universal language, one that
would express the sugcring and triumphs of the common man. Lil(c nineteenth-
century [Mrance, mi&~twcntict!ﬂ~ccnturg China has exPcricnccd a Periocl of rcvolution,
reformation, and industrialization from which Pictoria] art could not remain imPregnablc.

(Hustave Courbc’c, leader and artistic embodiment of the realist movement,
a]ctsrxcai]ing to have his Paintings acccptcd for the Universa] Exposition of i 855,
constructed an acaclem9 annex on the avenue Montaigne in Faris, where he retaliated
with a one-man show that comPctcc{ with the official international exhibition.

Courbet’s Rcalist Manifesto served as the introduction to the exhibition
cata]ogue. |t was reminiscent of the Political manifestoes of this stormy Period, both in
its aggressive tone and its concise setting forth of a program. ]t seems aPProPriate on

the occasion of this groundbrcaking exhibition Kca//sm from C/wha to recall
Courbet’s words:



The title of Kea]is’c was thrust upon mejust as the title of Romantic was
imposec! upon the men of 18%0. T itles have never given a true idea of things: if
it were otherwise, the works would be unnccessarg.“] have s’cudiecl, outside of
any system and without Prejuclice, the art of the ancients and the art of the
moderns. | no more wanted to imitate the one than to copy the otl—xer; nor,
furthermore, was it my intention to attain the trivial goal of art for art’s sake.

No! ] simplg wanted to draw forth from a comP]ete acquaintance with tradition

the reasoned and inclependcnt consciousness of my own inclivic{ualitg‘

To know in order to be able to create, that was my idea. To beina

Position to translate the customs, the icleas, the appearance of my cPoch,

accorcling to my own estimation; to be not onlg a Painter, but a man as we”; in

sl—\or’c, to create living art — this is my goa].

Tl’le manifesto raises some interesting Points on the fundamental nature of
realism—for cxamP]c, Courbct’s own dissatisfaction with the name “realism.”
Clnampxqeur\lj, who similarly Proteste& this vague aPPe”ation, was well-known as a pre-
Marxian socialist and Probablg would not have been surPrise& to see the Far~reac}1ing
influence of [Trench realism upon Russian and Chinese art of the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries. More likelg, he would have accePtcd easilg the inevitable alliance
between realism and socialismj two signiFicant forces Promoting the elevation of the
common man.

Rca]ism remains the least studied of all the artistic movements in nineteenth-
ccnturB f:rance. Onlg cluring the Pas’c twentg years has there been a resurgence of
interest in this enigmatic movement, which shapcd the course of Western modern art
and served as the imPctus for a universal movement away from stale academism toward
an art that Proviclec} in’ce”igible imagerg and meaning)cul content, thoroughlg accessible
to all strata of society. The Paintings of realism from Clﬂina are therefore of extreme
value. Thsy are evidence of an encluring realist tradi’cion, ProoF that clcspitc the
ironies and inconsistencies in the historg of realism there is a co”ective, universal image
that continues to serve society rcgardlcss of nationa], ctl'mic, or chrono!ogica!
boundaries.

Ferhaps realism can most Fairly be described as a confluence of all Previouslﬁ
named aesthetics under the banner “art for social clﬁange.” Here begins the answer to
the Persistent qucstion, “What clistinguishcs realism{rom thcg@nr&stylc Paintimgs of
the academg tradition?” Thematica”y ’chey were identical. Realistic Painting had been
seen before in the historg oxcart—Eruegel (i 5207-1 569% \/ermeer(] 6321 675},



\/elézquez (1599-1660), the | e Nain brothers (1592%-1678), Chardin (1699-1779),
and Hogarth (1 679-1 764) had alreadg shared the Feeling for beautg hidden in the
commonplace. What was considered the innovation of the realist artist of the mid-
nineteenth centurg and after?

T he realist Pursuec; the quotidian subject matter to uncover some Per’cinent
truth about societg, whereas the genre Painter tgpica”g &epicted domestic genre
scenes that were gentce], sa]ce, narrative, or a”egorical (in other wordsJ subject matter
that adhered to academg Principlcs, skirting the tru]y clisturbing issue of the time).
The turgid neoclassical and romantic emblems were met with disdain by the realists,
who immortalized common laborers at work and at home. The realists accused the
neoclassicists and romantics of evading truth, of running from the burgeoning realities
of their time, emphasizing Feeling and imagination, c}'\oosing “Poetic” truth over “real”
truth. Thc realists vowed to issue art with a contemporary relevance that would touch
the ]argest number of viewers.

(Courbet was the first to break from the academg and the first to be hailed as a
socialist Pain’ccr 135 his contemporary critics. Despite (Courbet’s recognition of the
ancients hc, in Fact, Propc”cd the avant~garc{c movement bg a]tering the Prcsentation
of subject matter and bringing it right up to the surface of the canvas. SPatial
dictates, dominant since the Renaissance, were abandoned. TI"IC new spaces of the
modern era, bcginm’mg with the rcalists, were more subjcctivc or distorted bg the
artists’ nonpcrccption of realitg.

Yet there was still a certain ambiguitg between innovation and tradition in the
art of the nineteenth century. Courbet Forcc?u”g rcjcctc& the sterile academic
formulas of his c{ag while asserting that thorough know]cdgc of the art of the past was
necessary for creating new art. Contradictions such as this are inherent in all
movements of artistic rencwa], csPcciany realism. Soit does little good to delinecate
realism from academism or Russian romantic realism from Cl’]incsc socialist rea!ism, for
the relationslﬁip between avan’c~gar&e realism and the traditional acaclem9 style is a
59m}>iotic one, giving way to many variant realist 5t9|es.

f:rance, Kussia, and Cl’xina have each struggled to emerge from the throes of
revolution and the raPicl changes of inclustrialization; realism was a movement with
broad Popu]ar aPPea], and its imPlementation solidified the oPera’cions, customs, and
traditions of the Pcoplc, recstablis}‘vinga common national bond.

Almos’c contemporaneous with the French, the Russians ’cookgreat strides

into the modern era with a realist art movement of their own. The foundations for this



new movement were laid bg a group of artists known as the Perecivizimiki or
Wanderers. [n 186%, two years after the emancipation of the serfs, the origina]
leaders of the movement (Kramskoi, (e, Ferov, Antoikolsk}j, and nine others)
seceded from the Fetersburg Acaclemy of Art, rejecting “art for art’s sake.”

The Fetersburg Acadcmg had controlled compieteig all artistic enterprisc in
Russia since the Founciirig of the institution in 1 754 by Catherine the (ireat (it had
been modeled on the academic system origina”g conceived bg Flato in the fourth
contury BC) Uritil the era of the Wancierers, the absolutism of the academg had
remained uncha“engcd. An artist’s survival &epencied on his or her secure Piace
within the acaclomy’s wa”s; secession from the academy would mean an end to official
commissions and was, ti‘norotore, economic suicide. But the Wancicrers, determined
to bring art to the Peop]e, setup traveiing exhibitions ti'lrougi'lout the countrgside,
imP]omonting theirideals of making art “useful” to socicty. A second group of rebeis,
iricluciing the artists Kopin, Foienov, Savitskii, and ]arosiwcni(o,joined the Wanderers
between 1872 and 1873.

Kramsi(oi had articulated one of the goais of the Wanderers as
“iriclopcnciencc from administrative guardiansiﬁip so that the artist could concentrate
on higi'ier obligations.” Ti’iis goal migi-it never have been realized if members of the
group had not met Savva and Eiizabcti-x Mamontov, wealti'ig railwag industrialists,
who became their friends and financiers. ]n 1870, Sawa Mamontov bougiwt an
estateﬁAbramtsevo——tiﬁat accommodated the artists, their )Camilies, and some friends
involved in the movement. Abramtsevo was an artists’ colong of mutual education, a
Progrcssive settlement of intense creativity and searching not limited to the visual arts.
At the estate, K ramskoi would introduce reccntig Pub]ishcd notes on aesthetics and
social Phiiosophy to his co”eagues, and composers Rimsky~Korsai<ov, Mussorgskg,
and Porodin as well as writers Dostoevsky, Toistog, and Turgcncv would cxchangc
ideas. | he common goal was to Prociucc works of art based on longmcglected
national artistic traditions.

French writer Ficrrc Frouc”’mon and Russian writer/aesthetic Propaganciist
Niko]ai Ci’iernyshcvskii insPircci Kramskoi to Promu]gato realist doctrines like
Courbet’s initial maniicesto; in his doctrines, Kramskoi aciamantig refused the
standards of i)eauty imPose(ﬂ on students of the acaciemy systemj on the grouncis that
ti’ieg had no basis in real life. Kramskoi, Fcrov, chin, ]arosiﬂcni(o, and (Ge made
radical changes in Portraiture, transmuting it into a Programmatic genre, a sPeciicic

P]aticorm for a&vocating the contemPorarg hero. Landscape, too, resPonded to the



demands of the reForming socie’cg: Mother Russia, in her most mundane
manifestations, became the dominant theme in the \Wanderers’ art and the most
discernible element of Russian realist Painting that was Passec; on to the Chinese.
Geograplwica“g both Russia and China are tremendous land masses Populatec{ }39
dozens of ethnic cultures; although each was unified Physica”yj the two governments
needed the assistance of the visual arts, music and literature to generate a unhcging
national SPirit as well.

Russian realism is not distinguis]ﬁecl from the contemporary realism of the West
btj its formal technical Pencection, but ]33 its outlook on the world and its Par’cicular
quest for a universal signhcicance of imagerg. One basic concept of European
realism—that Paintings be strictlg ol:ﬁective»—was alien to the Russian concept of
realism. Russian genre Paintings were comPositions attuned to detail and narrative,
Pcrlﬂaps because of the strong influence of literature on the Russian consciousness.
]n compariﬂg Millet’s 7—/76 G/caners with Ferov’s 7—/76 Fcasant’s /:uncra/, the [Trench
artist has grater Plasticity of form and a Powchul rhgthm of labor, while the Russian
artist expresses the acuteness of grimc with a sobcring poetry thatis Par‘ticularlg
Russian. Thc Chincsc possess a similar Predilection forthe Poctic, but the most
important function of Chinese art has been its integral role in Forming an ordered
society.

Zhang Yen Yuan, a Tang Dgnastg (6 18-906 AC) historian and critic, gives
the most interesting account of the development, methods, and aims of Painting in
China. |n the first chapter of his Or{glhg ofFa/}vt/hg, he wrote,

Fainting promotes culture and strcngthcms the Principlcs of right conduct. ]t

Pcnctratcs completely all the aspects of the universal sPirit. ]t fathoms the

subtle and the abstruse, serving thus the same purpose as the six classics, and

it revolves with the four seasons. ]t originated from nature and not from any
decrees or works of men.

China isa ProFounc”y traditional culture. Wlﬁat Zhang Yen Yuan succinc’clg
described as the purpose of Painting is not on!g apt toclay, but also not far from Mao
/e Dong’s expéctations of art for the new China.

Traclitiona] Clﬁinese Painting is executed with a soft brush, and ink and/or
color, an extremely subtle idiom. T he Chinese artists transpose theirlcamiliaritg with
distinctive brushwork into the Western genre with inciiviclua]ity. ]m any literature on
Chinese Painting, there is reference to a tao, or way. The aim in Chinese Painting

has been to express tao as a basic belief in an order and Earmony of nature. The



contemporary realist Pain’cings in the exhibition continue the realist traciitiori, but at
the same time extend from their own revered (Chinese aesthetic heritage

Despite the fact that realism can be used as the handmaiden of social
FC]COFm, it is malleable and i*iasjust as Frequentiy been put to the service of Preserving
the status quo. Jn Trance, Napoieon ] used the realists to i‘lClP him subvert
radicalism and gioriicg his Positiori as seiiC~Prociaimeci emperor. In China, realism was
acce[:)teci and immediateiu put to work for the revoiutionar9 cause, in the service of the
central auti‘:ority.

Mao /e Dong held the Yenan [Torum on literature and art in Mag 1943 to
instruct the masses in how the arts needed to serve the revolution. Oﬂ the questions
of literature and art, he defined a struggie on two fronts: Proietarian literature and art
needed to be oriented toward the broad masses of PeopleJ Par’cicuiarly the writers,
Peasarits, and soiciiers; and workers and artists needed to take a stand for and serve
the broad masses of Peopie. Mao, himself an accomPiisiweci poet, considered art as
subordinate to Poiitics but also sougi—it a harmonious merging of correct Poiiticai
stance and i—iigi'i artistic quaiitg. [He oPPoseci works of art with a “wrong’” Poiiticai
viewPoint as well as works in the “Poster and siogan” stgie (wiwicii were “correct” in
Politicai viewPoirit but iacking in artistic Power}.

To Popuiarize art for the masses while maintaining a i'iigi'i artistic standard is
indeed a struggie; one could easiiy argue that this goai was not reaiizedJ that the
standard was Compromiseci to the acivaritage of mass Prociuc’cion of Paintings. Jin
Gao’s own training at the Beging Centrai Fiﬂ@ Arts Acaciemg was hastened as Part
of the movement to graciuate as many artists as quici(iy as Possibie and to Put them to
work Painting to serve the Peopie and the party. Bg 1960, the cultural commissar
(hou Yarig was, in his report to the third congress, urging the integration of
revoiutionar9 realism and revoiutionarg romanticism. Ci’iou Probabig had the
revoiutionar9 Paintirigs of David, Deiacroix, or Gericauit in minci; he felt that
Paintings should ciePic’c icieai, heroic characters rePresenting the Progressive forcesin
society.

. Ci’iina was cieveioping raPiciig, its difficulties comPouncied by the
overwiieimirig size of the country and its Popuiation. Ti"lC ciianges were reflected in
the art academy curriculum, which in turn becomes a case stu&y forthe cieveioPment of

the realist stgie in China.



