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Xu-Style Monument: 
Equine and History Painting

Shen Li / 沈黎

Xu Beihong. Self-Portrait. 
Pastel. 1941.

H is hair trimmed back neat, the man in the 

self-portrait is handsome, every inch a 

gentleman. He looks askance at something 

set out of frame. Result: the “slit-eyed” appearance seems to 

be the real theme he had on mind for expression in the self-

portrait. Sensitive in observation, the painter should have 

been aware of how offensive this expression was for people 

from East Asia. “Slit-eye” was stereotyped as an ethnic defect 

in the outlook of racial discrimination. None of the artist’s 

biographers could afford to ignore what racial prejudice he 

might have experienced during his stint in Europe. The look, 

slanted at this emphatic angle, can be read as a gesture of 

downright defiance against the prejudice imposed on him and 

for a long period of time on the Mongoloid ethnic group for 

that matter. The daredevil artist is wrapped nonetheless in 

a Western gentleman’s outfit—a formal suit ornate with an 

academic bow tie, large yet soft. Even if posing with no tie in 

some other self-portraits, bust or full-length, the artist prefers 

to appear in tweeds for the most part. 

Like his signature outfit, most of his paintings bear 

an unfailing signature as well, especially his racing horses. 

There is no invitation whatsoever for the audience to crack 

any riddle. No conflict of opinion awaits them like what 

a completely white painting large and extremely pricy— 

does in Yasmina Reza’s play Art staged in many parts of the 

Art
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world including Shanghai. Totally different 

from the myth woven in Dali’s work, say, 

Gala Contemplating the Mediterranean 

Sea Which at Twenty Meters Becomes the 

Portrait of Abraham Lincoln (1976-1978), 

it is unnecessary for the gentleman artist to 

provide the audience with any instruction to 

unravel the knot. There are simply no such 

fade-ins and fade-outs to be figured out in 

this Chinese artist’s work of horses. 

Bona fide or replicas, they can be found in 

top-notch convention venues in metropolitan 

cities like Beijing and Shanghai; the prints 

can also be seen in backwater village offices. 

With such a claim of recognition, the artist is 

no stranger to people on the street in China. 

His name is Xu Beihong.

As is designated in the Chinese Zodiac, 

2014 is the Year of the Horse, starting from 

January 31. This is an occasion for the image 

of horse to surface in Chinese consciousness 

again. The auspicious image is best captured 

in Xu Beihong’s painting, where a horse is 

galloping forward across the painting, wild 

and unbridled against an empty backdrop, 

set completely outside temporal dimension. 

Among other things, 2014 provides a good 

opportunity for a review of his fine work 

for art lovers, especially those who have 

had no chance to visit the seven-gallery Xu 

Beihong Museum in Beijing. The review of 

his tour de force cannot be all-inclusive, but 

hopefully it will help catch a few interesting 

glimpses. Dissimilar to the textbook-like 

audio guides provided in museums or some 

other training-wheels work, this review is 

chatty yet focused on Xu Beihong’s fine 

work. It basically follows a reader-response 

approach to address the question “What 

does this work mean to me, in my present 

intellectual and moral makeup” (Roberts 

277), open to a variety of sources within 

reach for comparison and contrast. As we 

tend to resort to comparison and contrast for 

understanding, it stands to good reason to 

set out to look into Xu Beihong’s painting of 

horse in a context constructed for the special 

purpose. To do justice to the tour, it is also 

necessary to move on to watch a few of his 

monumental paintings in a similar fashion. 

After all, Xu Beihong is not a mere master 

painter of horses. His monumental paintings, 

far less popular and not wall-friendly for 

most spaces, are admittedly where his caliber 

largely lies, earning him prominence in the 

modern history of Chinese art. 

His horses operate as a straightforward metaphor 

for all the good qualities we reckon the equine can 

possess: diligence, grace, freedom, valor, fortitude, 

loyalty, nobility, and all in all, beauty. This artistic 

metaphor has been championed at a national level. 
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Flying Horse: A Solo Performance 

Xu Beihong is not alone in his passion for horses, for the subject appears perennial 

in Chinese art from the past to the present. Chinese art lovers are usually familiar with 

the bronze sculpture made in the Western Han Dynasty (206 BC—25 AD), whose 

replicas often come in various sizes in museum souvenir stores, to be picked up to join 

the collections of art lovers all over the world. This bronze piece is usually known in 

English as Pacing Horse Poised on a Swallow with Wings Outstretched, translated by 

Michael Sullivan (80), a British art historian devoted to the study of Chinese art. His 

translation sounds like an understatement of the sculpted images, for the title in Chinese, 

most likely offered by a scholar many centuries later, specifies a clash between the 

running horse and the flying swallow. To a large extent, the English version sounds more 

like a particular reading of the sculpture than a felicitous translation. The sculptor of 

this horse remains unknown; the same is true for the spectacular phalanxes of funerary 

horses sculpted by unknown hands. 

Unknown Author. Pacing Horse Poised on a 
Swallow with Wings Outstretched. 
Bronze. Western Han Dynasty.

Of course, one can read the symbolic 

meaning however one likes: the aesthetic 

contrast or comparison between the powerful 

and the ethereal, freedom of the weak trampled 

upon by the hoof of the strong, or the horse 

envious of the bird’s wings? A painter 

who loves horses, Xu Beihong might have 

spent hours observing this splendid bronze 

horse, pondering over these questions while 

contemplating what to keep and what to dump. 

Xu, however, applies ink and water to 

his work and it is no easy job to make the 

horse three-dimensional or sculptural on 

the soft and fine-textured rice paper. Thanks 

to his brilliant command of drawing and 

years of observation, Xu becomes capable 

Unlike the life-size terra-cotta horses staying quiet and obedient 

with the cavalrymen on display now in Pit No. 1 in Xian, Shaanxi 

Province, the bronze horse, unbridled and unsaddled, is a wild 

force exerting brutal power, so to speak, over the tiny swallow. 
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of creating his own design for horses, 

distinct from the Chinese antiques molded 

in bronze, pottery, or terra-cotta, and the 

equestrian statues towering in Rome, Berlin, 

St. Petersburg, Paris, or New York. Needless 

to say, it is a challenge for Xu Beihong, who 

has no taste for fine brushwork, to represent 

the image of sinewy horse on rice paper, a 

difficult process subject to the caprice of ink 

when diluted in water. The medium itself 

limits to a large extent a finessed execution of 

the horse: nuzzle, head, rear, tail, and all. Art 

critics used to overrate Giuseppe Castiglione, 

an Italian missionary painter who later 

acquired a Chinese name Lang Shining (郎

世宁) during his service as a court painter in 

the early Qing Dynasty (Hua, “Annotation” 

30). Lang’s treatment of horses in fine-brush 

painting—standing, pacing, or hunting with 

royal riders astride the embellished saddles—

apparently turns to Western perspective and 

color for representation. The technique called 

chiaroscuro, an Italian word meaning a show 

of light and shade used preferably in Western 

art ever since the Renaissance, is obviously 

put in use. Better trained than Lang Shining 

in the areas of perspective and drawing, Xu 

Beihong chooses to give a calligraphic cast 

to his treatment of anatomical accuracy. His 

prowess in drawing is clearly visible in his 

control of the subtle hues of ink interplaying 

with the whimsical water. 

Let’s have a pause at Galloping Horse 

(1941). Vertical in composition—76 x 130 cm, 

the horse is supposedly of a Mongolian breed. 

Tall, black, and magnificent, the 

stallion takes the center stage, racing 

across the painting seemingly out 

of nowhere. Austere in design, the 

composit ion nonetheless  str ikes 

with symmetry and scale. There is no 

background to be possibly detected. An 

oversized patch of pale and transparent 

ochre can be seen in the foreground, 

to be understood as where the horse 

is setting foot on. The ochre area 

can be equally interpreted as clouds 

floating in the sky. Seen in this sense, 

the horse becomes a flying creature in 

the vast sky. Framed as expansive as 

the framing allows, the stallion, set in 

Xu Beihong. Galloping Horse. Ink and Water. 1941.
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profile, is cutting a swath across the painting or rather between the 

heaven and the earth. Imbued with such symbolism, the flying horse 

becomes an embodiment of high-flown idealism. 

If it is necessary to differentiate Chinese 

ink into five tones to display gradation in 

accordance with the traditional maxim, Xu’s 

inkstone provides a source of nuances richer 

than five, a virtue derived from a systematic 

training in drawing, where light and shadow 

are normally expressed in pencil, pen, or 

charcoal. Not in line with his earlier horses 

in color, Galloping Horse reconciles the 

precision of line with the spontaneity 

brought up by the watery ink. The form of 

the horse goes off and on: the head partly 

blank and partly inky, and the body splashed 

by nuanced inks, except for the chest and 

the rear. Along with the white hooves set off 

with swift and supple lines, the blank spots 

in the head and chest settle in contrast with 

the varied inky chunks spread liberally on 

the horse. To stress the flying movement in 

the wind, energetic bold side-brushes are 

applied to the mane and the tail. In sum, Xu 

Beihong doesn’t give his horse to any color 

scheme, but to a handling that is calligraphic 

in nature. His love for calligraphy seems to 

have stirred up a desire to take occasional 

liberties with the lines. In Xu’s work, there is 

no echo of Manet’s depiction of horses racing 

at Longchamp, which grants no attention to 

finish or detail, nor is there any affinity to 

Ernest Messonier’s proto-cinematic horses 

sloshing in dirty snow in The Campaign of 

France (1864). Xu Beihong’s horses are not 

Ernest Meissonier. The Campaign of France.
Oil Painting. 1864.
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animals subject to serving jockeys to elicit 

peals of cheering on the racecourse, nor are 

they warlords’ mounts in bloody wars or 

candidates with potential to become consuls 

for emperors as in the case of Incitatus, a 

horse spoiled by Roman emperor Caligula to 

the point of insanity. Being anonymous with 

no marble stall for shelter, they are heroes 

in their own right, taking center stage in full 

spotlight. It is plausible to say that if Cézanne 

is able “to amaze Paris with an apple” (Bayle 

118) in his still life, Xu Beihong is successful 

in inspiring the whole nation with his totem 

horse. 

Xu Beihong was forty-six then, believed 

to be at the apex of his career after absorbing 

the best qualities from East and West he 

thought worth his time and effort. Born in 

1895 in Yixing, Jiangsu Province, Xu started 

out learning calligraphy and painting from 

his father at the age of six. He went to Tokyo 

in 1917 to visit museums, art schools, and 

zoos. To his amazement, he found that art 

schools were often built next to zoos or parks 

to facilitate the practice of drawing from life. 

He also showed a strong interest in painting 

materials made in Japan, especially the high-

quality rice paper and silk paper (Hua, “Xu 

Beihong’s ‘Pleasure Trip’”). This interest 

of Xu’s is somewhat akin to the excitement 

Monet felt after finding out that cobalt violet 

was available in pigment: “I have finally 

discovered the color of the atmosphere” (qtd. 

in Jennings 55). Yet Xu Beihong’s interest in 

his visit to Japan stops there. He has never 

become a fan of japonism, nor has Ukiyoe 

art touched him to the core. 

History Painting: A Living Drama

Xu Beihong went to study oil painting 

and  drawing  a t  the  École  Nat iona le 

Supérieure des Beaux-Arts in Paris in 1919. 

Henry James called Paris “the celestial city” 

(qtd. in Gopnik 4) and a nineteenth-century 

engraving once alleged to be Daumier’s 

work presents itself with an audacious title 

Railroad: From Paris to the Moon (Gopnik 

3-4), suggesting that in all likelihood the 

dream to reach out for God’s grace would 

come true in Paris. The city was also 

thought the best place for relocation by 

American artists like Sargent, Whistler, 

Mary Cassatt, and Augustus Saint-Gaudens, 

each with a share of drive and ambition to 

soar into the blue (McCullough). Aspiring 

for triumph like his American counterparts, 

Xu chose to stay in Paris for a span of time 

as long as nine years. During that stint, he 

traveled extensively in Europe to get as 

much exposure as possible to the treasure 

trove of Western arts. It was a period when 

Impressionism was in full swing and Post-

Impressionism was ramping up momentum. 

Xu Beihong nonetheless had his own path to 

take. His academic outfit was a declaration of 

his allegiance to academism, differing from 

the Post-Impressionist Matisse, whose 

preference over the traditional tweed jacket 

ran counter to his appetite for avant-garde 

art. 
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Up till the mid-nineteenth century, the 

Paris Salon, “one of the greatest spectacles in 

Europe” (King 17), continued to prioritize the 

classical principle of precision and accuracy 

for the selection of works for display. Despite 

the rise of the new movements, the academic 

style continued to forge its way well into 

the early quarter of the twentieth century. 

Facing the crossroads, Xu was determined 

to paint oils “in a conventional salon style” 

(Sullivan 297). Meanwhile, Xu went all out 

to get across his point that Chinese ink and 

water painting should follow suit in order 

to get on a par with the precise Western 

representation of form, especially the form 

in figure painting (Xu 19). Otherwise, it was 

difficult for traditional Chinese painting to 

move forward (Xu 24). 

Compared with his contemporaries 

like Lin Fengmian (林风眠) and Wu Dayu 

(吴大羽), who owe their zest for color to 

their training in Paris, Xu isn’t a colorist. To 

begin with, he doesn’t love a brilliant palette, 

something academic art turns its back on. In 

the words of a collector of academic pieces, 

“A good picture, like a good fiddle, should 

be brown” (qtd. in Ball 153). This attitude 

toward color usually goes in concert with 

a disregard for decorum, a concern that 

Impressionists and Post-Impressionists are 

obsessed with. To Xu’s mind, what comes 

first and foremost is to captivate heroic 

power and that explains to a large extent why 

he has produced a series of oversized history 

works to feature human figures arresting in 

effect. In addition to oils, Xu has also made 

efforts to create ink and water painting in 

this grand direction, a challenge that few 

Chinese painters had tried their hand at. By 

doing so, he wants to go against a century-

long convention practiced in Chinese art that 

aims to bring to relief a mood typical of old-

style literati in bird-and-flower paintings and 

landscapes, where diminutive figures shrink 

further once placed amidst the gigantic 

mountains, to be deciphered at very close 

quarters or to be disregarded utterly at the 

viewer’s pleasure.

In 1931, four years after he came back to 

China, Xu Beihong created Horse Evaluator: 

Xu Beihong. Horse Evaluator: Jiu Fanggao. Ink and Water. 1931.
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Jiu Fanggao, an ink and water painting in 

the size of 139 x 351 cm. This work narrates 

a popular Chinese allegory. Jiu Fanggao is 

talented in horse evaluation and training, 

yet he remains in obscurity until he meets 

a renowned horse evaluator called Bo Le, 

who shows uncommon camaraderie in his 

enthusiastic recommendation of Jiu to the 

court. It can be said that the picture is a 

pleasant medley of Xu’s favorites: horses 

and human figures to boot. Bent on drawing 

lines, it appears to be a vivid reminder of the 

advice given by Ingres, one of the leading old 

salon artists, “Draw lines, young man, lots of 

lines, either from memory or from life. That 

is how you’ll become a good painter” (Bayle 

24). Lines apply to all the forms: grass, tree 

leaves, horses, and human figures. 

Standing erect with his left hand resting 

on waist, the elder man—silver-haired and 

silver-bearded—is the tallest among all the 

figures in the mise-en-scène. Along with 

an air of self-esteem, his height and fine-

featured appearance define his identity as the 

gifted protagonist. The newly tamed black 

horse pirouetting in front of him is believed 

to be able to run nonstop for a thousand 

li ,  equivalent to 500  kilometers. Such 

accomplishment brings to Jiu a good deal 

of pride and dignity, albeit the recognition 

comes fairly late in life. Jiu Fanggao has a 

team of horse trainers. One of them, a young 

brawny groom, stripped down to the waist, 

is pulling the horse’s rein, presumably to 

make the naughty steed ready for a dazzling 

debut. Viewed closely, the black horse is the 

only one that comes under a rein. The other 

three horses, to be trained for future debut, 

stay unbridled at large. Compared with the 

elegant couple of the white horses, the colt in 

inky grey looks plain. The artist seems to be 

implying that the ugly horse would probably 

grow to be a quick horse in the days to come. 

Meaningful as it were, this image appears 

a little ill-designed, if not warts and all. 

On the other end of the picture, a couple of 

men, watching with nasty feelings written 

all over their faces, add a touch of drama to 

the episode. The man in grayish blue, with 

arms crossed, appears particularly like a thug 

playing to type in Peking Opera. His hooked 

nose has a jutting jaw and jutting cheekbones 

to match for pattern profiling. His sidekick, 

stout and macho, is given to bullying 

whenever necessary. Steeped in a realistic 

narrative, the picture assigns a role to every 

important character in the allegorical story, 

hero and thug alike. 

By comparison, The Foolish Old Man 

Who Removed the Mountains (1940), 4.21m-

wide in oil, is irrefutably monumental. The 

Foolish Old Man confirms in part the earlier 

comment uttered by Sullivan about Xu’s 

pursuit of the old salon style, which tallies 

with the classical urge to visualize the events 

for moral education (Vasary). For instance, 

The Death of Socrates (1786) and The Death 

of Seneca (1773) by David, The Envoys 

of Agammemnon (1801) by Ingres, and 

Meissonier’s war paintings exemplify the 



193

C
h

in
ese A

rts &
 Letters

V
O

L.1
  N

O
.1

theme of heroism, historical or fictional. On 

this account, painters have to play the role 

of moral educator (King). Noble in format to 

teach a moral lesson, The Foolish Old Man 

Who Removed the Mountains is a scene to 

reenact another ancient Chinese allegory. 

Asserted to inspire people to carry on a fight 

defiant of adverse circumstances, the moral 

message can hardly go amiss. That is to say, 

if the ninety-year-old man is able to remove 

the mountains inch by inch with his sons, 

grandsons, great grandsons, and his posterity 

to come in an endeavor to reach out, his 

foolishness goes far beyond a delicious 

irony to be an epitome of wisdom. Caught 

in the wartime, Xu Beihong produced this 

oil painting as a moral manifesto in order to 

mobilize all the countrymen to fight against 

the invaders looking formidable like big 

mountains. 

Not conventional as Jiu Fanggao is 

in construction, this painting doesn’t give a 

full cast to all the important characters. For 

instance, the Foolish Old Man’s opponent 

known as the Wise Man is simply left out of 

the picture. Glazed in shades of brown as it 

is, the painting doesn’t cling to the classical 

rule of symmetry and proportion. The whole 

group of figures is somewhat evocative 

of Gustave Courbet, once dubbed as the 

“defender of the ugly” (Bayle 22), for his 

figures, male or female, villagers or priests, 

could all appear ugly. The reason is that the 

aesthetic of the unusual, the extraordinary, 

and finally of the grotesque or even ugliness 

has evolved as a new source of originality 

for art. Xu seems to have espoused this 

spirit in his own work essentially due to 

the reason that Courbet is one of the artists 

he feels indebted to (Lü 69). For the job of 

commenting on the people featuring in The 

Foolish Old Man, the word “homely” doesn’t 

seem apt even if used as a euphemism. What 

reigns supreme here is a new hyper language 

befitting the workmen drawn from life and 

above life as well.

Up close in the painting is a group of 

six strong laborers fanning out, not placed 

Xu Beihong. The Foolish Old Man Who Removed the Mountains. Oil Painting. 1940.
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right in the center for the consideration of 

symmetry and proportion, but shifted toward 

the right to be asymmetrical. Additional to 

the central contingent of the laborers is an 

extra leg made visible at the right edge of the 

picture. It could be counted for the seventh 

man’s leg suggestive of a continuum. This 

symbol thus plays a role that is metonymical 

and metaphorical at once. The male nudes, 

with stunning muscular strength, look contrary 

in every dib and jot to the biased image of 

“sick men from East Asia” prevalent at the 

time. Noticeably, the laborers are packing 

the greatest punch for the cross-generational 

mission of removing the mountains. The 

most colossal man in the forefront, his eyes 

bulbous and his belly bulging, is roaring with 

the harrow thrust backwards. His fellow 

laborers are less hefty in stature, but the 

four-pronged harrows held in their hands 

are powerful, so much so that they could 

act as lethal weapons, different in essence 

from the peaceful farm tools used by Millet’s 

peasants. Posing next to the hefty man is one 

squatting halfway in digging. His neighbor 

is caught right in the action of crushing the 

rocky soil. Part of a bigger valiant tableau, 

the triple-figure tableau is arranged in 

counterpoint to another trio, less muscular or 

tanned. Nude or half nude, their private parts 

are kept out of sight one way or another: one 

in shorts, another by bamboo leaves, as if 

unwittingly, and still another simply by dark 

shadow. Chances seem to have finally arrived 

for Xu to paint genuine male nudes without a 

stitch of clothing on when he makes the two 

toilers posing not up front, but three-quarters. 

Hardly sensual or erotic, their phalluses 

become a primitive symbol of virile power 

badly in need for the mission, physical and 

spiritual as well. A faun-like air over all 

the laborers, rendered half human and half 

supernatural, comes to take one step further 

to empower the effect of symbolism. Set in 

a theatrical tableau bigger than life-size, the 

laborers, each sharing a fellow feeling, are 

evocative of a Baroque multi-figure statue. 

Not to please or pander with any dainty 

ornament, the Baroque sensibility is to awe 

and to take the audience aback.

The Foolish Old Man doesn’t seem to 

be cast as a main character in this piece as is 

scripted in the original story, for he is pulled 

off the center of the picture to give bright 

spotlight to the laborers. What can be seen 

about him is just a silhouetted lanky man 

with silver hair tied in a small bun over his 

wrinkled face. His hunchback is apparently 

a marker of his old age. Put in full attire, 

with the sleeves and pants rolled high up for 

toiling, the old man is gesticulating in a talk 

with his right forefinger pointing downwards, 

a depiction showing Xu’s flair for a control 

of forms. It makes good sense to think that 

the old man stops to greet a young widow 

who comes on errand to deliver food to the 

workmen. The arrangement of a small boy 

in her wake is further indicative of a drive 

involving almost all the villagers, male, 

female, old and young. When the man of 
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leadership steps outside the spotlight, the 

toilers—the true shakers and movers seeking 

a surge to liberate collective genius and 

heroic power—have become the real theme 

of the picture. 

Across this immense canvas is  a 

background, realistic in its description of a blue 

sky and white clouds hovering atop the sparse 

village huts. Fields lay out as if manifest from 

a medium shot when compared with the huts 

as if seen from a long shot. By contrast, the 

rocky mountain in the foreground rolls out in 

deep shadows, softened in some degree by a 

small number of morning glories, bright blue 

flowers blossoming out of the twining stalks. 

What keeps them company is some bamboo, 

presumably thinned out by the continued 

digging.

This oil painting is not Xu Beihong’s 

first attempt to interpret the ancient story, 

but reworked after an ink and water painting 

created earlier in the same year, where 

precision of line dictates. The difference 

doesn’t stop there, though. A closer reading 

of the two versions shows that there is 

plenty of shuffling and reshuffling done 

to improve the composition. In the earlier 

version, a broad-framed man, half nude and 

deeply tanned, is going off with two huge 

bamboo baskets. Amazingly, rather than 

moving away the rocks, he is carrying pink 

radishes in his baskets. This detail implies 

that life goes on in the small village, where 

not each and everyone is involved in the 

task of removal and strong manpower is still 

kept available for farming. The man’s face 

cannot be seen, but his back is exposed in 

whole to the viewer. Next to him anchors 

an elephant, markedly exotic if not totally 

alien to antique Chinese farming scenery. 

This move can be taken as an artistic license 

to romanticize the situation, where animals 

stronger than horses are badly in need. 

In the reworked oil painting, the broad-

shouldered farmer is gone. The elephant, 

instead, is found to be coupling with another 

elephant walking behind a girl driving a 

horse-drawn cart. The relegation from the 

Xu Beihong. The Foolish Old Man Who Removed the Mountains. 
Ink and Water . 1940.
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forefront to the background can be read as an 

effort to heighten the focus on the thematic 

arrangement.

When it comes to landscaping the 

foreground and the background, the initial 

work brings in elements of chinoiserie such 

as the bamboo grove and the rocks. Taken 

altogether, the reworked painting in oil 

conveys more power than the ink-and-water 

pretext that is preoccupied with intimate 

details. Not working in the direction of Going 

Upriver at Qingming Festival (circa the early 

twelfth century), a genre painting numbering 

over 550  human figures, and some 60 

animals to achieve rich variety, the reworked 

version pares off the figures and the vignettes 

as well to empower the theatrical tableau 

of the movers and shakers. Equipped with 

the technique of trompe l’oeil, the tableau 

appears stunningly sculptural, a comment 

which, in Andrew Graham-Dixon’s view, 

highly venerates the great Baroque forefather 

Caravaggio, who does in his painting what 

the Renaissance master Michelangelo does 

with his marble (41). 

Xu Beihong worked almost nonstop 

like his one-thousand-li horse in many a 

capacity an artist could have been stretched, 

if not obliged, to do: professor of art, dean 

of fines arts department, president of fine 

arts academy. Xu Beihong is often put in 

the same league with Lin Fengmian and Liu 

Haisu (刘海粟) in terms of contributions 

made to the advancement of modern Chinese 

art. His life was eventually cut short by 

cerebral hemorrhage in 1953 at the age of 58. 

His fine work has survived him in the form 

of monument. 

Throughout his life and  beyond, his academic bow tie expresses 

his attachment to academic art, yet his own character remains 

pronounced and nothing can tie it up. Whether taking shape in the 

solo performance or living drama, his tour-de-force work is usually 

one-of-a-kind in design, keyed to the theme of heroism, creative, 

grand, and resounding. His horses are large, heroic, and beautiful, 

hyper yet realistic at once. His history pieces are also large, bringing 

out heroism to the full despite the visitations of ugliness. Yet coming 

in the higher form of beauty, the ugliness emerges remarkably 

paradoxical in terms of aesthetic values.
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Nevertheless, we feel driven to 

ask what if Xu could have worked 

with a longer career. This overarching 

question will entail a series of questions 

for inquiry. In the Year of the Horse, 

more efforts seem to have been invested 

in producing tie-ins of Xu’s horses 

for lucrative benefits, ranging from 

gold memorial coins to gold memorial 

watches. But to date, his biographies, 

quite a few in number yet mostly old-

shoe stuff, are not based on robust 

research, incomparable in class with 

Andrew Graham-Dixon’s biography 

of Caravaggio, Franco Mormando’s 

of Bernini, and Hilary Spurling’s of 

Matisse, to name but a few. Hopefully, 

in the years to come, the viewers would 

be able to read more about Xu Beihong 

after touring around either in his museum 

in Beijing or in Yixing, his hometown in 

Jiangsu Province.
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