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Well researched and elegantly crafted, Roberta Wue’s new book invites
readers into the world of late Qing Shanghai, an emerging center of art,
culture, and entertainment on the cusp of two eras. Her book makes a
significant contribution to recent scholarship in the fields of visual culture
and art history of modern China, by offering a new interpretation on the
paintings of Shanghai, highlighting their originality, innovation and
modernity.

Art Worlds attempts to answer two pivotal questions. Firstly, what
constitutes a transformed era of art production? Wue explores the changing
activities of Shanghai artists through prominent professional painters (in
particular, Ren Bonian who is a leading figure in the book), within the context
of “the extraordinary Iliminal and international space of the
nineteenth-century treaty port.” In doing so, she is able to examine the
multiple conceptualizations of a new productive art world (p. 7). Secondly,
how did the new, broad and receptive audience help to develop and expand
Shanghai’s art world? Wue highlights the issue of viewership and the nature
of visuality within the Shanghai image. She also investigates the terms of
Shanghai art’s commercialism and popularity by articulating the shifting
relationship among the city’s artists, their works and their urban audiences.

Wue’s historical and visual analysis is organized into the Introduction, four
chapters, and the brief, but crucial, Epilogue. The Introduction opens with a
group portrait by Ren Bonian, Sanyou Tu (1884), an intimate vision of the
Shanghai art world at a time when artists fled to the city after the Taiping
Rebellion. Wue discusses the terminology of artists and Shanghai School of
painting in this period. She also investigates the multiple roles played by the
Shanghai artists as image-makers, social and entrepreneurial entities, public
figures, and urban sojourners—as well as their particular knowledge and
awareness of their new audience. What was this era of transformation and
art production? We see the varied encounters and interactions between
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artists and their audiences in late Qing Shanghai, which is emphasized
through the book as the heart of the study. The subsequent chapters each
use a particular image or medium as a conduit to capture these encounters
and interactions, and explore the changing landscape of art production and
consumption in Shanghai.

Chapter 1 focuses on the fan painting, largely overlooked by scholars
because of its small size, functionality and limited ambitions. However, using
Ren Bonian, Zhang Xiong, Zhu Cheng and Wang Li’s fan paintings as specific
examples, Wue contends that it is these very qualities which helped to
promote the popularity and prominence of fan painting in the period. She
argues that it is the best way in which to understand how the iconography
and mode of painting in Shanghai developed. Wue also notes that fan
paintings were fashionable public images on the move. They were certainly
one of the most important commodities on display in fan shops, shedding
light on the changes in art audiences, as well as the developing relationship
between artists and audiences.

In Chapter 2, in examining Shanghai’s rising new mass media, Wue
addresses a variety of self-promotional strategies that were used by artists to
make contact with a growing audience and, individually and collectively,
cultivate a public persona. She examines advertisements and newspaper
articles in popular publications like Shenbao and Dianshizhai huabao, and
illustrates specific examples of announcements of relief aid and contributions
to the literary pages by the Shanghai art world. Thus, she is able to
demonstrate how Shanghai artists made use of mass media to construct their
identities and reputations for the benefit of the public. In doing so, they
made themselves visible and accessible to an unknown audience and helped
to promote the art world’s commercial success.

Bringing together three related publishing projects in Shanghai in the 1870s
and 1880s, Chapter 3 looks at the contributions of artists to illustrated books
and periodicals. Wue demonstrates that each project formulated a new
format, different from that of the original and elite paintings, to interest an
urban viewership. She regards Renzhai huasheng, produced before the
lithographic revolution, as the starting point from which reproduced images
became a way to make artists noteworthy. Crucially, it meant that they were
able to directly engage with a broad popular audience through visual imagery
and themes. By focusing on artist designs for giveaway inserts that
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accompanied the magazine (to which relatively little attention has been paid
before), she argues that Dianshizhai huabao, her case in point, defined and
shaped its urban readership. She ascertains that the visual strategies of
seriality, topicality and game-playing, specific to the inserts, was the critical
factor in its success at reaching a nationwide audience. Turning to Dianshizhai
conghua and taking one of the contributors—Ren Xun and his animal
illustrations—as an example, she documents how he transformed the
designs and pictorial rhetoric to suit the global mass media format and placed
himself in the context of the larger art world.

Chapter 4 takes us back to the very beginning. Ren Bonian’s intimate
portraits of members of the Shanghai art world are a unique category in this
study. Confined to the private audience of the art world itself, they highlight
the recognition of artistic identity, profession, and community from an
insider’s perspective. The subjects of these paintings range from urban
scholars to artists playing the roles of beggars, vendors and butchers.
Through a close study of these images, Wue explores the shifts in Ren’s
portraits after he settled in Shanghai in 1868 as a way of understanding “the
art world’s own circumstances, relationships, and internal imaginary.” In
doing so, she displays her acute powers of observation on the artists’
ambiguous refusal of their uncomfortable positions in Shanghai’s
marketplace (p. 24).

The Epilogue concludes with Wue’s inspection of another of Ren’s
problematic portraits—Jinshi xiansheng guying zilian tu (1887)—to challenge
the tradition of Chinese portraiture and its certainty of the artist’s identity.
Wue concludes that the legacies of the art world in late Qing Shanghai, with
regard to the transformation of artists, images and audiences, forged a clear
path for artistic heirs to follow, “however obscured those connections and
influences have become with time” (219).

Art Worlds is rich, complex and enlightening. Not only has Wue conducted
a thorough search of the explosion of mass media in late Qing Shanghai
(newspapers, periodicals, guidebooks, and advertisements, many of which
have been thus far neglected in Chinese art historical studies), she has made
masterful use of them. All of her research into these investigated sources not
only sheds light upon these Shanghai images, but also reveals a fresh way of
looking at the paintings, a new way to be an audience, and the different ways
one could be an artist in a transformed era. Art Worlds therefore sets out an
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argument for an additional definition of Chinese modernity and Shanghai’s
place within it, namely “the disruptive and transitory nature of modernity” (p.
18). The Taiping Rebellion, the importance of which runs throughout the
book, effectively cut its ties with a bygone era and birthed a new generation
of art in Shanghai. What makes Wue’s argument particularly convincing is her
contextualization of the Shanghai School of painting within the city’s
modernization and social transformation. Perceptively, Wue not only refers
the issue to a watershed moment in the history of modern Chinese art but
also hints that the Taiping Rebellion is like a ghost, somehow always lurking
in the background of art production. With this in mind, we are perhaps better
able to understand Shanghai art’s ambiguous tension with the past and its
persistent obsession with the “new.”

Wue’s gifted sensibilities means that she excels in art appreciation. She
focuses her historical study around textual examination rather than
developing a theoretical elaboration about visuality, which one may consider
a limitation of the book. However, her brilliant decoding of the visual
language of particular paintings across genres, formats and media, as well as
revealing explanations on their meanings and forms of representations are
illuminating. The book demonstrates a capacity to represent typical Shanghai
image production, exhibition, and reception in a sophisticated new art world.
It is a tour de force for scholars and general readers of modern Chinese art
history and culture alike.

Al Qing
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