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Melbourne Mandarins: ‘Modern Chinese Painters’, 1974 

 

Claire Roberts 

 

Introduction 

The 1974 exhibition ‘Modern Chinese Painters in the Traditional Style’, held at the 

University Art Gallery, Melbourne, was an early and rather impressive effort to 

promote the appreciation of Chinese painting in Australia. Initiated by Harry F. 

Simon, Professor of Chinese in the East and Southeast Asian Studies Department at 

the University of Melbourne, the exhibition was a collaborative endeavour that 

brought together art works from private collections in Melbourne, Sydney and 

Canberra. 

 

Assembled in association with Pierre Ryckmans, Reader in Chinese at the Australian 

National University (ANU), and the Melbourne-based artist Paul Hsiu-pa Yang, the 

exhibition featured forty paintings by twentieth century brush-and-ink-masters 

including Ding Yanyong (1902-1978), Fu Baoshi (1904-1965), Gao Jianfu (1879-

1951), Huang Binhong (1865-1955), Pan Tianshou (1897-1971), Pu Xinyu (1896-

1963), Qi Baishi (1864-1957) and Zhang Daqian (1899-1983).i The University Art 

Gallery was located in the new Arts South (now John Medley) building which 

accommodated the departments of English, Classics, History, Fine Arts, Political 

Science and Oriental Studies. The building, designed by Roy Grounds in 1967 and 

completed in 1971, comprised two towers joined by a linkway. The gallery was 

positioned on the fourth floor of the East Tower.ii As Dean of Arts, Professor Simon 
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had provided crucial support for the location of the Gallery and had committed funds 

to buy works of art for the new building.iii Attesting to the strong historical links that 

existed between the University and the National Gallery of Victoria (NGV), the 

exhibition was opened by Gallery Director Gordon Thomson, who had studied fine 

arts as a mature student and later worked with Franz Philip on a Refresher Course for 

art teachers, which had led to the formation of the Art Teachers’ Association of 

Victoria.iv Since 1965 Thomson had oversight of the Gallery’s Asian collection and in 

1973 was promoted from Deputy Director to Director. The National Gallery of 

Victoria, also designed by Grounds, had opened three years earlier.v  

 

In terms of quantity and quality, the art works displayed in the University Art Gallery 

exhibition surpassed the then meagre holdings of modern Chinese painting in 

Australia’s state and national galleries.vi Of the forty works displayed, fourteen came 

from the collection of each of Harry Simon and Pierre Ryckmans; six from Ronald 

Ma, Professor of Accounting at the University of New South Wales; four from Jane 

Carnegie, a Melbourne based collector and dealer in Asian art; one from the artist 

Paul Hsiu-pa Yang who had settled in Melbourne in 1970; and one from the 

University of Melbourne’s Department of East and Southeast Asian Studies.vii  

 

In an essay for the exhibition catalogue, titled ‘Traditional Chinese Painting and Its 

Modern Fate’, Ryckmans outlined the basic features of Chinese painting with its 

inherent philosophical and scholarly connections, concluding with an account of the 

impact of socio-political events on Chinese art and culture during the twentieth 

century. The two-part essay was divided by a section break suggesting a temporal 

discontinuity between the past and the period beginning in the mid nineteenth century, 
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from which time Ryckans wrote, China had been ‘plunged in one of the most 

dramatic crises of her history’. It was supplemented by ‘Biographies of the Painters’ 

in which Ryckmans provided readers with brief critical notes on the lives of 

individual artists, which included for some their forced resettlement in Taiwan, Hong 

Kong and elsewhere after the Communist victory on the mainland in 1949.viii   

 

Ryckmans advised: 

I would suggest to use the word Painters rather than Painting (Chinese Modern 

Painters in the traditional style, Traditional Painters of the 20th century etc rather 

than Chinese Modern Painting, etc) as the exhibition is merely a gathering of 

individual artists, and is not representative enough to encompass the whole of 

Chinese Modern Painting in the traditional style - ) ix 

 

While the exhibition did not set out to represent modern painting in China, it did 

include many artists integral to the modernisation of Chinese brush-and-ink painting 

and whose work suggested, albeit indirectly, the fraught story of revolution and its 

impact on the development of art and culture in China.  

 

From the perspective of the University, the display was ‘a most significant exhibition’ 

in the series planned for 1974. It brought together ‘for public viewing works of art 

rarely seen’ and marked a departure from exhibitions previously held at the 

University Art Gallery which had largely focussed on works from the University’s art 

collection. x In addition to the essay by Ryckmans, the 56-page publication included 

an illustrated catalogue of the paintings with the inscriptions of each work transcribed 

and translated by Harry Simon and Paul Hsiu-pa Yang. The different elements of the 
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catalogue represented a concerted effort on the part of the organisers to make the 

exhibition and the subject of Chinese brush-and-ink painting accessible to a broader 

audience.xi  

 

That effort appears to have paid off. The exhibition was reviewed by leading art 

critics and ‘attracted greater numbers than any previous exhibition,’ including many 

groups of students from schools and technical colleges. The catalogues also sold 

well.xii In a review for the Melbourne Age newspaper Patrick McCaughey, the 

inaugural Professor of Fine Arts at Monash University, described the exhibition as 

‘surprising and enterprising’. He quotes from Ryckmans’ essay: ‘Chinese painting is 

first and foremost the art of the brush in a way in which no Western painting ever 

approached.’ For him the scrolls ‘present an object lesson in form and function’, hung 

‘loosely from the ceiling’ they ‘conveyed the weightlessness of painting and the idea 

of a world suspended on the tracery of a brush … the exhibition makes a good 

argument for the last Chinese masters of brush painting’ and the paintings as ‘the final 

fruits of the tradition’. The ‘present painters’ he says ‘look fragile as they catch and 

hold their mobile world for a second’.xiii In his review for The Herald, Alan 

McCulloch also focussed on brushwork. He described brush-and-ink painting as a 

‘timeless art, limitless in sensibility of touch within the ancient calligraphic traditions’ 

and noted Ryckmans’ comment that it ‘expresses a world outlook to which various 

Chinese communities no longer adhere’, concluding: ‘it remains the most valid of 

Chinese contemporary art forms. What contemporary art in China may be no one 

outside China really knows.’xiv   

Before considering the exhibition in greater detail and addressing McCulloch’s 

rhetorical comment about contemporary art in China at that time, it is necessary to 
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establish the environment in which the exhibition took place. What was the state of 

Australia-China cultural relations at that time? Who were the key figures in 

Melbourne involved in collecting and exhibiting Chinese art, and what opportunities 

existed to view and study Chinese painting ?  

 

Australia-China relations 

The 1970s was a period of historic transition in China, Australia and for Australia-

China relations. In 1974, eight years after the launch of the Great Proletarian Cultural 

Revolution, political campaigns and factional struggles in China continued, but in 

October Mao Zedong called for stability.xv While the ‘Gang of Four’ had not yet 

fallen, there was none the less ‘an irresistible move towards normalcy’ as China 

progressively developed relationships with international institutions and countries 

beyond the Socialist bloc.xvi  In 1970 Canada and China established diplomatic 

relations, and the following year the People’s Republic of China (PRC) became one 

of the five permanent members of the United Nations Security Council, replacing 

Taiwan, the Republic of China.xvii These events paved the way for developed 

countries that had not already recognised the government of the PRC to re-consider 

the question of diplomatic relations. Australia moved quickly to recognise the 

Communist government of the PRC following the election of Gough Whitlam and the  

Australian Labor Party (ALP) in late 1972, establishing a new era in diplomacy, trade, 

and cultural exchange. For Whitlam, there was not only an inevitability about 

Australia’s need to ‘come to terms with’ the People’s Republic of China, which he 

referred to as ‘one of the central facts’ of the Asian region, there was also an urgency 

to pursue an independent foreign policy that sought to engage with rather than contain 

China.xviii Among the archival images included in the ALP’s ‘It’s Time’ campaign 
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video is a photograph of Whitlam shaking hands with Zhou Enlai, Premier of China, 

taken during the then Leader of the Opposition’s historic visit in 1971. In his 

campaign speech Whitlam had pledged that a Labor Government would ‘transfer 

Australia’s China Embassy from Taipei to Peking.’xix  

 

In the early 1970s there was limited understanding of China in Australia or of 

Australia in China, despite the historical associations that existed through migration 

and trade. While Australia had maintained an economic relationship with the PRC, 

information about China was difficult to obtain and there were few opportunities to 

build understanding and trust. That situation started to change with ping-pong 

diplomacy and the Australian Table Tennis tour of China in 1971 which followed 

tours by teams from England, America, Canada and other countriesxx, and news of 

remarkable archaeological discoveries such as the jade burial suit, which generated 

considerable interest in contemporary China and its rich historic past. In political 

terms conditions became easier in 1973 after the Whitlam government removed the 

final vestiges of the ‘White Australia’ Policy from Australia’s immigration policy, a 

shift which had become necessary following the Civil Rights movement in the US 

which inspired political change for Indigenous Australians too. The opening of the 

Australian Embassy in Beijing and the Chinese Embassy in Canberra in 1973 created 

a strong foundation upon which a bilateral relationship could develop. Whitlam 

visited China as Prime Minister that year and relations were reinvigorated through 

diplomacy, trade, educational and cultural initiatives.xxi  People-to- people contact 

increased and there was a spate of official visits, including a trade mission led by Jim 

Cairns, Minister for Trade and a cultural mission led by Peter Karmel and Jean 

Battersby, Chairman and Chief Executive of the Australia Council respectively. 
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In addition to official programs brokered in Canberra and Beijing, an increasing 

number of China-related cultural activities were generated by individuals and 

institutions working in commercial, cultural and educational fields. The exhibition 

‘Modern Chinese Painters in the Traditional Style’ is one example, and its 

background is worth considering in more detail.   

 

Australia-China cultural relations 

In order to better understand the context of the exhibition and Australia’s cultural 

engagement with China it is necessary to consider activities that occurred much 

earlier, in the 1950s. Prior to the establishment of diplomatic relations between 

Australia and China, various groups of individuals visited China at the invitation of 

Chinese government agencies. In 1956 Leonard Bell Cox was invited to participate in 

a cultural delegation led by C.P. Fitzgerald, who had come to ANU in 1949 and in 

1954 was appointed founding Professor of Far Eastern History.xxii London-born C. P. 

Fitzgerald had spent extended periods working in China since the 1920s, and from 

1946 to 1949 had worked there for the British Council. After Fitzgerald’s move to 

Australia he became a leading commentator on Chinese affairs. He was National 

President of the Australia-China Society, a ‘non-political society interested in the 

promotion of knowledge of Chinese culture and art in Australia’, with branches in 

Sydney and Melbourne.xxiii Responding to an invitation by the Chinese People’s 

Association for Cultural Relations to lead a cultural delegation to China, Fitzgerald 

assembled a group of Australians ‘well known in cultural circles’.xxiv  Cox, a 

neurologist by profession, was a collector of Chinese ceramics and Honorary Curator 

of Oriental Art at the National Gallery of Victoria and a Trustee of the National 
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Gallery. He had developed a close relationship with Joseph Burke, the inaugural 

Herald Professor of Fine Art at the University of Melbourne, also a Trustee of the 

National Gallery and in 1951 had delivered a series of public lectures on Chinese art 

as part of an extension program offered by the Department of Fine Arts at the 

University.xxv In that same year Cox had invited Fitzgerald to speak at the newly 

formed Melbourne branch of the Oriental Ceramic Society. The founding members of 

the Society included many influential figures including: Keith Murdoch (proprietor of 

the Herald and Weekly Times Ltd, and former President of the Trustees of the NGV 

who funded the Herald Chair of Art at the University), Daryl Lindsay (Director, 

NGV), Joseph Burke (Herald Chair of Art, University of Melbourne), Herbert Wade 

Kent (collector of Chinese ceramics and inaugural Honorary Curator of Asian Art, 

NGV), businessman and philanthropist Kenneth Myer, and Leonard Cox himself.xxvi  

 

For the Australian participants, the 1956 cultural tour offered a rare opportunity to 

experience ‘new China’. Cox kept a detailed diary of his travels. Highlights of the trip 

were visits to the Palace Museum and the Institute of Archaeology.xxvii The possibility 

of sending an exhibition of Chinese art to Australia was raised during the meeting 

with Premier Zhou Enlai. In a report written for ANU, Fitzgerald and Partridge noted 

‘The Chinese propose to send an exhibition of handicrafts and arts, (“not Communist 

propaganda” – said the Prime Minister)’ and a preference for expanding cultural 

relations ‘on an exchange basis’. An ‘Australian exhibition would be welcomed as 

part of this exchange.’ xxviii Cox made a note to discuss the idea with his Chairman 

and fellow trustees.xxix  

 



 9 

After his return to Australia Cox delivered the 18th George Ernest Morrison Lecture at 

the ANU, ‘The Buddhist Temples of Yun-kang and Lung-men’, one of a number of 

talks he would deliver on sites that he had visited.xxx The following year Cox returned 

to China with a delegation of twenty medical specialists during which time he 

attended the May Day. Writing  home he described the evening event:  

It has been a wonderful experience…Peter [McCallum] and I  were invited to 

a party on the top of Tien An Men Gate to witness [the fireworks] & a most 

fascinating concert. We sat at small tables, and Mao Tse-tung and Chou En-lai 

circulated amongst guests & we met them and many others of the leaders.xxxi  

 

Access to the supreme leaders was a privilege for foreign visitors. The spectacle from 

the rostrum of Tian’anmen Gate, the historic entry point of the Imperial palace, 

looking out over the Golden Water Bridge and moat across Chang’an Boulevard to 

Tian’anmen Square, and the Monument to the People’s Heroes still under 

construction, would have been an unforgettable experience.  

 

Ken Myer and China 

Leonard Cox was a friend and mentor of Kenneth Baillieu Myer, the eldest son of 

Merlyn and Sidney Myer (1878-1934), founder of the Myer Emporium. Myer and 

Cox had worked closely together on a number of civic projects, notably the National 

Gallery Society of Victoriaxxxii, the Trust of the NGV, and the NGV and Cultural 

Centre Building Committee.xxxiii After his return from China Cox spoke 

‘enthusiastically of his experiences’, including his visits to the Palace Museum, and to 

Jingdezhen, the home of Chinese porcelain, prompting Myer to plan a private trip. 

Myer had served with the Royal Australian Navy during the Pacific War, and in 1945 
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was posted with occupation forces in Shanghai, Hong Kong and Tokyo. Growing up 

in the family home ‘Cranlana’ he was familiar with Chinese porcelain, jade and 

bronze, which featured prominently in his father’s art collection. It is likely Myer’s 

growing interest in the family collection prompted his membership of the Melbourne 

branch of the Oriental Ceramic Society and his close connection with Cox. 

 

Myer’s visit to China in late 1958, undertaken with his wife Prudence and close friend 

Edward Cordner, was arranged through the Myer agent in Hong Kong, Tsoi Shi-

Liang, whose son accompanied them as personal interpreter and guide.xxxiv Cox 

provided letters of introduction for Myer to shop for works of art and for Cordner, a 

young doctor, to make contact with members of the Chinese Medical Association. 

Myer’s impressions of China are revealed in some jottings titled ‘Fascination of a 

visit to China and great mental stimulus’ in which his thoughts are grouped under a 

number of headings: Advice to travellersxxxv, The peoplexxxvi; and Regimexxxvii. He 

poses the question, ‘What can we do to improve our relations with China’, and made 

some suggestions including: ‘Step up our trade’; ‘Encourage further exchanges on the 

professional and cultural level’; ‘Encourage more Australian tourists in China  

interesting and cheap’; ‘Exchange exhibition of contemporary Australian Chinese 

art’;  ‘Offer an exchange of students between Australian and Chinese 

Universities.’xxxviii Later in life Myer reflected on the trip and remarked that it ‘had the 

biggest impact of any overseas trip I had made in my life’.xxxix   

 

The Myer Foundation and Chinese studies at the University of Melbourne  

Since the late 1930s there had been attempts to establish a department of Far Eastern 

Studies and a Chair in Oriental Studies at the University of Melbourne.xl Various 
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sources of funding had been explored, but without success. Other Chairs had also 

been in play, including a Chair in Fine Arts, which in 1944 was funded by Keith 

Murdoch.xli But for ‘Oriental Studies’ it would not be until after Ken Myer had 

returned from his privately funded trip to China in 1958 that the teaching of the 

Chinese language would become a reality at the University.  

 

Fresh from China, Myer believed that the ‘study of modern…developing China under 

Mao’ ‘incorporating language study’ was required. xlii Inspired by the need for 

Australia to engage more actively with China and countries in the Asia-Pacific region, 

he and his brother Baillieu established The Myer Foundation, a charitable 

organisation modelled on the Rockefeller Foundation to fund initiatives in the 

national interest and for the ‘good of mankind’.xliii Ken Myer was President of the 

Myer Foundation from its formation in 1959 until his death in 1992.xliv Reflecting his 

personal conviction that ‘the future of Australia is inevitably tied to developments in 

Asia’, the first major project was the establishment of a Department of Oriental 

Studies at The University of Melbourne. xlv  

 

 In announcing the establishment of the new department Ken Myer commented: 

I feel that we should be better informed on the great historical cultures of 

China and Japan, their languages and their current aims and aspirations. The 

importance of such understanding to Australia scarcely needs stressing…I 

envisage that the Department will ultimately cover the broader field of Asian 

Studies in general.xlvi 

The Myer Foundation grant of $204,160, a huge sum in those days, would cover the 

purchase of a building and the salaries of a professor, 2 senior lecturers, a language 



 12 

lecturer, secretary and library resources for the first eight years of operation, after 

which time it was understood that the University would provide ongoing funding.xlvii 

Also new at this time in the Faculty of the Arts was a head of the Department of 

Indian Studies, funded by Spalding Trust and Indian Government, and a lectureship in 

Islamic Studies, funded by the government of Pakistan, which would join the existing 

Department of Indonesian Studies, which had been supported by the Commonwealth 

government. Together, these new positions represented an important commitment to 

Asian Studies, made possible through partnerships with private as well as and 

Commonwealth and foreign governmental interests.xlviii  

 

The inaugural Professor of Oriental Studies, Harry F. Simon, arrived in Melbourne in 

1961.xlix He had been Lecturer in Chinese at the School of Oriental and African 

Studies (SOAS) in London. Myer took a keen interest in the appointment, had 

undertaken his own intelligence and had been reassured by a friend and colleague in 

London: ‘I was able to confirm most of what you had heard re Dr Simon. Seems a 

pretty good man with the bias to the contemporary situations.’l Simon was one of a 

relative small number of academics who had experience of the PRC having spent an 

extended period in China on study leave from SOAS 1949-50, with three return trips 

in 1954, 1955 and 1957 in the capacity of interpreter for British trade delegations.li 

His father, Walter Simon (1893-1981), Chair of Chinese at the School of Oriental 

Studies (now SOAS), was a world-renowned expert in Chinese and Tibetan 

linguistics, an important pedigree. Harry Simon was British born and educated, as 

were Murdoch and Sadler who had earlier been appointed to the Chair of Oriental 

Studies at the University of Sydney, and C. P. Fitzgerald, the inaugural Chair of the 

Department of Far Eastern History at ANU.  
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Melbourne had in fact produced a distinguished Sinologist ‘son’ in Robert Henry 

Matthews (1877-1970), a missionary and lexicographer who lived in China for 

decades. He is known for his Chinese-English Dictionary (1931), described by C. P. 

Fitzgerald as a ‘monument of learning’.lii He had returned to Melbourne in 1945 and 

went on to work at the Department of Defence.liii At the initiative of Simon, in 1962 

the first year that courses in Chinese language and literature were offered at the 

University of Melbourne, an honorary doctorate of letters was bestowed on 

Matthews.liv  

 

In order to differentiate the courses taught at the University of Melbourne from those 

taught at ANU and the University of Sydney, subjects focussed on modern Chinese 

language and literature, with classical Chinese studied in the Honours year.lv Japanese 

language was introduced in 1964.lvi A Centre of East Asian Studies was also 

established in 1962, an interdisciplinary and interdepartmental centre in which staff 

from the departments of History and Politics could offer non-linguistic courses in East 

Asian Studies. A proportion of the lectures were given by scholars from the ANU. 

Among the lecturers participating in the programme in 1972 was another unrelated 

Fitzgerald, Stephen, from the Research School of Asia and Pacific Studies (RSPAS), 

who delivered four lectures on contemporary China, no doubt informed by his 

experience accompanying Gough Whitlam on his historic trip to China as Leader of 

the Opposition in 1971.  

 

In 1973 Stephen Fitzgerald would become Australia’s inaugural Ambassador to the 

People’s Republic of China. Soon after his arrival in Beijing, he would host the Trade 
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Mission to China, a high-powered delegation of officials from the Department of 

Overseas Trade, the Reserve Bank, and captains of industry, including Ken Myer.lvii 

While the focus was on trade, Myer was determined to pursue his interest in 

promoting education and cultural exchange between Australia and China. Prior to the 

trip he held meetings with Chinese officials in Canberra, with Ambassador-designate 

Stephen Fitzgerald, and the Myer Foundation office had corresponded with the 

Academia Sinica in Beijing.lviii A decade earlier in 1964, on the initiative of S. 

Baillieu Myer, the Foundation had established Asian and Pacific Fellowships and 

Grants-in-aid to support graduates of Australian universities to conduct study in 

Asia.lix Owing to the lack of any formal arrangement with China it had not been 

possible for scholars to travel to the mainland, only in Hong Kong and Taiwan. 

 

In a letter that reached Ambassador Fitzgerald soon after his arrival in Beijing Myer 

wrote: ‘In our discussion together in Melbourne I mentioned to you some of my other 

interests in China principally ways and means of improving cultural links, in 

promoting the study of the Chinese language, mutual exchange of art exhibitions, 

fellowships both ways for creative artists etc…I do not know to what extent, if at all, I 

shall be able to pursue these interests on this trip.’lx  

 

In China Myer appears to have wasted no opportunity. The group had a formal 

meeting with the Premier Zhou Enlai during which Myer expressed his hope for the 

early establishment of educational and cultural cooperation: 

(Myer) Your Excellency, although we are members of a Trade Mission, and 

that is our primary purpose for being here, I would like to tell you that there is 

a great deal of interest in this Mission and in Australia in improving the 
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cultural and educational links between the peoples of Australia and China. I 

would like to remind you, Your Excellency, or your personal hospitality in 

this capital of Peking to the Australian Cultural Trade Mission of 1956 that 

was headed by your contemporary and my good friend Dr Leonard Cox, and 

in 1957 to the Medical Mission headed by Dr Clive Fitz. I want to assure you 

that there is a tremendous interest in Australia, particularly amongst the young 

people, who represent more than 50% of our population, in learning more 

about Chinese history, Chinese art and the Chinese language. I hope that your 

Government will give our Government every assistance in the very near future 

in practical ways to bring about closer collaboration in this cultural field… I 

would hope that as there is some hope of signing an early trade agreement 

with Australia, that this will be complemented by a very early start on 

educational and cultural co-operation. 

 

(Zhou) Since you have an Ambassador here now, we can consult with him 

about cultural, educational aspects. We would welcome such exchanges and 

visits in the cultural and educational and scientific fields, and exchanges of 

students.lxi 

 

In follow-up talks held in Beijing, Fitzgerald impressed upon Myer that in terms of 

progressing a cultural agreement, the number one priority should be to ‘push the 

possibility of arranging a Chinese exhibition of art in Australia confined to the 

Sydney and Melbourne Galleries’, and then ‘try to persuade the Government to work 

out a set of priorities in relation to cultural exchange with China.’lxii 
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Upon his return to Australia, Myer undertook to talk with Herbert Cole ‘Nugget’ 

Coombs, Consultant to the Prime Minister and Chairman of the Australian Council 

for the Arts. He was also determined to promote the possibility of student exchanges. 

In his notes Myer wrote: ‘Australia should do everything possible to encourage these 

exchanges [cultural and professional] in the private and in the government sector. 

There is a need for Australians who are fluent in Chinese.’ He wanted to ensure that 

the fifteen places that had been offered to Australia for students to study at the Peking 

Institute of Languages, which had re-opened in September following the end of the 

Cultural Revolution were taken up.lxiii  

 

With the assistance of Harry Simon, Myer wrote to Cairns and Whitlam to urge the 

Australian Government to provide funding for Australian students to study at the 

Foreign Languages Institute in Beijing, noting that the Canadian government had 

already established such a program.lxiv Whitlam agreed and the first group of 

Australian students commenced their study in Beijing in September 1974.lxv  Between 

1975 and 1979 the Myer Foundation provided funding to support five Australian 

students to study in China and five Chinese students to study in Australia through the 

Australian/Chinese Student Exchange programme. 

 

Acting on his conviction that Australians needed to be better informed about Chinese 

language and culture, Myer himself embarked on Chinese language classes with 

Christine Liao, who would become the first PhD student to graduate from the 

Department of East and Southeast Asian Studies at the University of Melbourne.  

 

Ryckmans and China  
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The Australian National University, Canberra, established in 1946 in the aftermath of 

the Pacific War, was a dedicated research and post-graduate training institution. 

Pacific Studies was designated one of four key areas of strategic research and former 

Ministers to China, Frederic Eggleston and Douglas Copland, were appointed to the 

council and as inaugural Vice-Chancellor respectively. Copeland, who had got to 

know C P Fitzgerald in Nanking, invited him to come to ANU in 1949 and embark on 

a three month lecture tour after which he was engaged by the University and went on 

to establish Chinese studies there.lxvi Pierre Ryckmans was appointed Reader in 

Chinese at ANU in 1970, where he taught Chinese language, literature and culture 

and immediately became the leading authority on Chinese art in the country. Born in 

Belgium, Ryckmans had first travelled to China in 1955, at the age of 19, with a 

group of students from the Université Catholique de Louvain. After the month-long 

trip he was inspired to study Chinese language and completed a degree in law and art 

history in Louvain. After graduation, he was awarded a scholarship to study Chinese 

art history at the Taiwan Normal University (1958-1960), and thereafter travelled to 

Japan for six months of intensive language training in Japanese. In Belgium he was 

obliged to undertake compulsory military service, and the only way to avoid it was to 

secure a job in a ‘developing’ country and work there for 3 years. For much of the 

next decade Ryckmans lived and worked in Asia, where he undertook research for his 

PhD, worked as a research fellow at Nanyang University in Singapore, and later 

lecturer at the New Asia College, Chinese University of Hong Kong. His early 

publications indicate his deep engagement with Chinese literature and art: an 

annotated translation of the autobiographical narrative of Shen Fu, a seventeenth 

century poet and painter (1966); a translation and commentary on the seventeenth 

century artist Shitao’s treatise on painting, the subject of his dissertation, (1970); a 
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study of the life and art of nineteenth century Cantonese painter Su Renshen (1970); 

and an annotated translation of the first part of the autobiography of twentieth century 

scholar, writer and government official, Guo Moruo (1970).lxvii These books were 

quickly followed by Les Habits Neufs (1971; The Chairman’s New Clothes, 1977) an 

expose of the Cultural Revolution presented as a diary spanning the period 1967-

1969. Published under the pseudonym Simon Leys, it was born out of Ryckmans’ 

supplementary job analysing Chinese press reports for the Belgian diplomatic mission 

in Hong Kong.lxviii In the foreword he uses the third person to confide to the reader 

that his foray into the realm of politics was through circumstance rather than choice: 

‘The author of this work originally had no interest in political questions and had 

tended to confuse Maoism with the liking and admiration which China, past and 

present, has never ceased to inspire in him. But he was impelled – by the weight of 

evidence thrown up in the texts, facts and personal accounts which assailed him daily 

in Hong Kong throughout the years of the “Cultural Revolution” – to cry out, like the 

child in the fairy story, “But the emperor has no clothes!”’  

 

Following Belgium’s diplomatic recognition of the People’s Republic of China in 

1972 an embassy was established in Beijing. As one of relatively few Belgian 

speakers of Chinese, Ryckmans was approached to become the Embassy’s sinologist 

and cultural attaché. Having obtained leave from ANU for six months, Ryckmans 

travelled to the country he had been studying for many years and ‘burned with the 

desire to see’.lxix He prepared weekly reports based on his analysis of Chinese press 

reports, combined with information obtained from travel around the country.lxx 

Recalling that period he wrote: ‘I didn’t have an office – I lived at the hotel and I 

spent my time in the streets.’lxxi  
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The subsequent publication of Ombres Chinoises (1974; Chinese Shadows, 1977), 

witness to the ‘harsh and dour reality’ of living under a totalitarian regime, drew 

heavily on his work reports. Publication was delayed at the request of the Belgian 

government. That interval made it possible for Ryckmans to return to China in 1973 

with a delegation of Australian scholars from the ANU.lxxii While the Chinese 

government had allowed Ryckmans to re-enter China in 1972 and again in 1973, the 

publication of Ombres Chinoises the following year made subsequent trips 

impossible.  

 

The exhibition ‘Modern Chinese Painters in the Traditional Style’ which opened in 

Melbourne in early 1974, and Ryckman’s contributing essay ‘Traditional Chinese 

Painting and its Modern Fate’, take on an added significance in the context of what 

would be Ryckmans’ last trip to China and the imminent publication of Ombres 

Chinoises. During a visit to Hangzhou in 1972 Ryckmans visited the art academy, 

which he found silent and empty (it would be some six years before classes resumed), 

and remembered the former principal, who had died during the Cultural Revolution: ‘I 

would have liked to see P’an Tien-shou again’.lxxiii The primary reason for the trip 

was to visit the former home of the scholar and painter Huang Binhong.lxxiv The house 

museum was closed but Ryckmans managed to persuade staff to show him some 

paintings at an off-site location: ‘One by one Huang Pin-hung’s landscapes, 

triumphant “abstractions following nature” offered up their savage joy; their splendor 

abolished the dingy walls, even the compulsory and trivial Maoist chromos.’lxxv  
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Ryckmans’ interest in Chinese art and literature was based on cultural immersion and 

lived experience. Much earlier, an introduction by Li Chu-tsing to the preeminent 

Hong Kong collector Jian Youwen led him to compile the first monograph in French 

and English of the Cantonese artist Su Renshan (1814-c.1850), including a critical 

inventory of the artist’s paintings based on an examination of works largely held in 

private collections in Hong Kong and Japan. Included in the 1974 exhibition were two 

paintings by Su Renshan which Ryckmans had acquired during the course of his 

study, as well as paintings by Pan Tianshou and Huang Binhong.  

 

A talented amateur artist and cartoonist himself, Ryckmans was determined to 

understand Chinese painting, not as a remote academic discipline but as a physical art 

in which the brush, working in concert with the breath and the mind/heart, could 

connect the artist to the workings of the cosmos. Chinese painting was a profound and 

revealing practice, made possible by the brush, which he described as ‘an 

extraordinary instrument, of limitless subtlety and versatility.’lxxvi While studying in 

Taiwan Ryckmans had the good fortune to become a private student of Pu Xinyu, the 

first cousin of China’s last emperor and one of the foremost practitioners of the art of 

the brush. Two paintings by Pu Xinyu from Ryckman’s collection were included in 

the 1974 exhibition. Synthesising the significance of Pu for readers, Ryckmans 

observed:  

 

Few Westerners can fully appreciate the supreme elegance of his brush; it is 

true that his painting may sometimes lack in strength and originality, it often 

looks cold and academic; yet it is endowed with an incomparable calligraphic 

fluency and an aristocratic “book fragrance” which Pu owed to his exceptional 
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family background. To understand why Chinese connoisseurs are so fond of 

his works, is to understand a great deal about Chinese painting.lxxvii 

 

Pu Xinyu was not, however, an insular figure. At a young age he was sent abroad and 

gained his Doctorate in Biology from the German University, Berlin. After the 

Communist victory in1949, he and family members had fled to Taiwan, and for a 

period of time he taught at Taiwan Normal University.  

 

In Hong Kong, Ryckmans continued to pursue his interest in painting, this time with 

the Cantonese artist Ding Yanyong (Ting Yen Yung, Y.Y. Ting) who had studied oil 

painting in Japan at the Tokyo Academy of Fine Art and also painted in ink. Ting had 

moved to Hong Kong in 1949, also an exile from mainland China. He and Ryckmans 

were colleagues at the New Asia College at the Chinese University of Hong Kong. 

The college had been founded in 1949 by a group of scholars from mainland China 

whose mission was to preserve traditional Chinese culture while ‘balancing it with 

Western learning’ in order that students would have access to their cultural heritage 

and be equipped for the modern world.’lxxviii In 1956, Ting was invited to establish the 

Fine Arts Programme at New Asia College where he taught both oil painting and ink. 

Ryckmans attended Ting’s art classes, and studied seal carving with him, a practice 

that he maintained throughout his life. ‘To watch Ting Yen-yong performing’ he 

wrote, ‘ is to get a direct intimation of how Chinese painting is suffused with spiritual 

energy.’lxxix 

 

A large gestural painting of Zhong Kui the demon queller created by Ding in 1969 

and included in the 1974 exhibition is inscribed ‘To my friend Keman [Ryckmans]’, 
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attesting to the friendship between the two men.lxxx Writing in 1977 Ryckmans 

described the significance of Ting’s work in terms of ‘a middle way’: ‘Ting’s painting 

gives us a possibility for a new definition of what “Chinese Painting” is. It would not 

be a strict definition of a technique only, but of the entire work of a painter, 

whichever means he uses’.lxxxi 

 

The 1974 exhibition included a number of other paintings that allude to contact with 

the artist, notably a classic painting of shrimps by Qi Baishi dedicated to ‘Mr Simon’ 

(西门華先生) and signed ‘Baishi aged 95 sui’ created in 1955, two years before Qi’s 

deathlxxxii ; and an experimental splashed ink work painted by Zhang Daqian in Brazil 

in 1965 (he had moved there in 1952) which is dedicated to Paul Hsiu-pa Yang (楊秀

拔). Paul Yang had met Harry Simon in 1957 in London, through his brother who had 

earlier taught Simon Chinese in Beijing.lxxxiii Their father Yang Xiaogu (1885-1969), 

a well-known scholar and connoisseur, had studied painting in Beijing with Wang 

Shensheng. A painting by Wang from the collection of Harry Simon was included in 

the Melbourne exhibition. Paul Yang, himself an accomplished painter, calligrapher 

and poet had close connections with many artists in China. In 1977 he had an 

exhibition of ‘calligraphy and Zen scrolls’ at East & West Art in Melbourne.lxxxiv But 

it was difficult for him to establish a reputation as an artist in Australia. Yang went on 

to play an important role in Radio Australia, broadcasting in Chinese language 

programs to listeners in Australia and the region. 

 

Ronald Ma, another of the lenders to the exhibition, was born in Hong Kong.  He had 

migrated to Australia in 1966 to take up a Senior Lectureship at the Australian 

National University, having studied economics at the University of London and with 
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an MBA from the University of British Columbia. In 1971 he became Chair in 

Accounting at the University of New South Wales.lxxxv Perhaps he met Simon in 

London. While little is known about his involvement in Chinese art, in 1985 twelve 

paintings from his collection were featured in an exhibition titled ‘Contemporary 

Chinese Painting’ at the Art Gallery of New South Wales, including three paintings 

by Zhang Daqian.lxxxvi 

 

Altogether, five paintings by Zhang Daqian were included in the Melbourne 

exhibition, one from Paul Yang’s collection and the other four from the collection of 

Harry Simon. In the brief biography of Zhang, Ryckmans summarises the artist’s 

contribution thus:  

 

Chang is an amazingly gifted and versatile painter. He could have been one of 

the greatest artists of his generation, but unfortunately spent much of his 

energy making imitations of ancient paintings, so that it has been said that his 

paintings hang in many museums throughout the world disguised under other 

names.lxxxvii  

 

Correspondence relating to the exhibition reveals some tension between Simon, a 

scholar of Chinese language, and Ryckmans an art historian. In a letter to Simon, 

Ryckmans re-stated his strong opinions about Zhang Daqian and Huang Junbi 

expressed in biographical notes that he had drafted for the catalogue: 

I do not think there is anything wrong in mentioning his forger’s activities: the 

rascal is impudent enough to boast publicly about it. Chang Ta-ch’ien is a 

criminal, who plundered Tunhuang frescoes tampered with various documents 
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of Chinese art history, irretrievably obscured issues and deliberately misled 

historians and scholars – all this for the sole sake of money. Most of the time 

he gets away with it, simply because he is wealthy and has influential relations 

– The man is utterly despicable, and I have been all too generous in crediting 

him with genius! I thus find little to amend in my biographical sketch: I only 

omitted a few offensive words.lxxxviii On Huang Chun-pi: I definitely believe 

there is a connection between being Madamissima’s teacher, and the vulgarity 

of his painting, but now I put it in a more objective and less objectionable 

form lxxxix –….I am afraid you will feel that I am a bit stubborn – but I believe 

that we have a responsibility towards the public in expressing frankly our 

value-judgements, without letting ourselves be blackmailed into silence by the 

prestige of Holy Cows!xc 

 

Ryckmans’ confident aesthetic judgements and keen understanding of art world 

dynamics gave the exhibition a critical dimension. For him it was more than just a 

collection of disparate paintings. He gave a public lecture after the opening, entitled 

‘Chinese Painting, the Listening Eye’, providing further evidence of his intellectual 

centrality to the exhibition project.xci 

 

In May 1974, perhaps influenced by the ‘Modern Chinese Painters’ exhibition, Mae 

Anna Pang, newly arrived in Melbourne, gave her own lecture on Chinese painting in 

the East Asian Studies lecture programme.xcii  Pang was born and grew up in China 

and had been educated in Canada. In 1972 she was appointed Assistant Curator of 

Asian Art at the NGV, the first professional curatorial appointment to be made in 

Asian art (H.W. Kent and L.B. Cox had been Honorary Curators). Pang was in the 
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process of completing her PhD dissertation on the Qing dynasty artist Wang Yuanqi 

at the University of California, Berkeley under the supervision of James Cahill.xciii 

She repeated her lecture the following year, gave another lecture to first year students 

in the Department of East and Southeast Asian Studies, and delivered a seminar 

course in the Department of Fine Arts.xciv The success of the art history seminar is 

recorded in the NGV annual report:  

 

For the first time, the Department of Fine Arts at Melbourne University 

offered a course on Asian art and the Curator was invited to give some 

seminars on Chinese painting to third and fourth year Honours students. These 

were stimulating and successful for both the Curator and the students and the 

Gallery is to be thanked for giving the opportunity to develop studies of Asian 

Art in Australia.xcv  

 

While earlier lectures on aspects of Chinese art had been offered at the university 

through extension courses by Leonard Cox and others, the lectures by Pang appear to 

be the first on Chinese painting offered to students enrolled in Fine Arts.xcvi 

Ryckmans would also continue his relationship with the University of Melbourne, 

giving some lectures in 1976 on Literature and Art in the People’s Republic, but with 

the Centre for East Asian Studies rather than the Department of Fine Arts. xcvii It is 

interesting to note that in 1957 the former Bauhaus teacher and artist Ludwig 

Hirschfeld-Mack had suggested to Joseph Burke that Asian art history be included in 

the high school curriculum, and from the mid 1960s slide sets relating to Asian art 

were being offered to schools through the Art Teachers’ Association of Victoria, 

indicating a growing awareness of the importance of Asian art and culture to the 
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curriculum.xcviii In 1961 a submission to the Fine Arts department had proposed a 

course on ‘Eastern Art’ and in reforms of the department proposed in 1969 the case 

was re-stated: ‘Important periods of Western art are neglected; Eastern art is not 

offered at all’, citing the proposed appointment of curator of Asian art (specialist in 

Chinese art) to the National Gallery of Victoria as providing even stronger 

grounds.xcix 

 

 It was suggested that a visiting lecturer  be appointed by special endowment 

 

Among the students attending Mae Anna Pang’s lectures was Jane Carnegie, another 

of the lenders to the 1974 exhibition. Carnegie had graduated from the University of 

Melbourne in 1967, having studied fine arts and history. Her interest in Asian art was 

‘first aroused’ in 1966. ‘I was invited to dinner at Kenneth Myer’s’, Carnegie recalls. 

‘He had two particularly fine Chinese bronzes, and I fell in love with them straight 

away.’c In the absence of opportunities to study Asian art in Australia she undertook a 

year of postgraduate study at the Percival David Foundation at SOAS, University of 

London, 1968-1969. There she ‘learnt a smattering of Mandarin’ and on her way 

home stopped in Taiwan to visit the National Palace Museum. In 1971, soon after her 

return, she established Jane Carnegie Oriental Art in Malvern.ci The gallery focussed 

on ancient and historic art, including painting, and was open by appointment. Among 

her clients was Ken Myer. 

 

1974 

Let us now consider the opportunities to view Chinese art in Melbourne in the 1970s. 

Over the years the National Gallery of Victoria had mounted a number of exhibitions 
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of Chinese art in addition to it permanent collection displays which included Chinese 

art objects. An early exhibition ‘Recent Chinese paintings’, which included paintings 

by Zhang Daqian and Pu Xinyu, was organised with the assistance of the Embassy of 

the Republic of China, Taiwan and held in the Latrobe Gallery in July 1961.cii  Later 

exhibitions include ‘Four Aspects of Asian Art’ mounted to coincide with the 28th 

International Congress of Orientalists in Canberra in 1971, which featured Chinese 

painting, export ceramics, Balinese Art and contemporary Japanese prints from the 

Gallery’s collections and private collections including Chinese paintings on loan from 

Professor H. F. Simon; ‘Hundred Treasures’, porcelain from the Cox collection 

(1972); and ’Chinese Ceramics from Private Collections’ (1974). The primary focus 

of the exhibitions was historical art and ceramics in particular, reflecting the strength 

of the Gallery’s  holdings. In the early 1970s there was a growing community interest 

in Chinese and Asian art more generally. In May 1973 the National Gallery of 

Victoria Society Bulletin promoted ‘The Arts in China Month’ presented by The 

Australian Committee for a New China Policy and officially launched at the National 

Gallery of Victoria with officials from the recently opened Embassy of the PRC in 

attendance.ciii Activities included a ‘Modern Chinese Arts and Crafts Exhibition’ held 

at the Melbourne College of Education in Parkville, a festival of Chinese films, and a 

conference ‘The Arts and the People in China Today’, held at St Hilda’s College at 

the University.civ Two years later, the National Gallery Society formed an Asian 

Study Group ‘to meet the growing interest in Asian art’. The first lecture. ‘Newly 

Excavated  Archaeological Finds in the People’s Republic of China’, was delivered 

by Mae Anna Pang, as curator of Chinese Art.cv 
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In 1973 Al Grassby, Minister for Immigration, had issued a reference paper A multi-

cultural society for the future and two years later the Racial Discrimination Act was 

passed making racial discrimination unlawful. This occurred against a background of 

a wider reconsideration of Australia’s geographic location in the Asia-Pacific region 

and a discussion about a future that benefitted all people no matter where they had 

been born. It was in this environment of shifting notions of Australian identity that a 

number of new galleries were established in Melbourne by young women who in the 

1950s had been sent from Southeast Asia to study in Australia.cvi Raya Gallery, the 

first commercial gallery to specialise in contemporary Asian art from Singapore, 

Malaysia and Hong Kong, opened in 1972. Founded by Singaporean-Chinese 

Christine Ramsay the gallery initially operated from Ramsay’s home and later moved 

to purpose built premises in Kew.cvii A year later, East & West Art opened in 

Malvern, established Marjorie Ho-Eysbertse and her husband Dirk (Ho continues to 

direct the gallery, now located in East Kew).cviii  Ho, also from Singapore, had studied 

architecture at the University of Melbourne. In 1974 the Eysbertse travelled to China 

on a buying trip and acquired a collection of brush and ink paintings that formed the 

basis of an exhibition mounted the following year, including works by Huang 

Binhong.cix  Inspired by the ‘Modern Chinese Painters’ exhibition at the University 

Art Gallery, Ho mounted a solo exhibition of paintings by Ding Yanyong in 1975 

which was officially opened by Mae Anna Pang, and another in 1976 opened by his 

old friend Pierre Ryckmans.cx   

 

Closer to the University was the East-West Studio Art Gallery in Carlton which held   

permanent and changing exhibitions of Chinese art works including ‘polished lacquer 

paintings, scrolls and old porcelain’.cxi In 1974 the gallery displayed the exhibition 
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‘Chinese Calligraphies and paintings by Living Masters from Hupeh [Hubei] 

Province’.cxii The single sheet catalogue describes the works as ‘representative of 

those on display at the Autumn 1974 Kwang Chow [Guangzhou] Trade Fair’.cxiii 

Other works of art produced in China at that time that were popular with foreign 

audiences included political posters from the Cultural Revolution and peasant 

paintings from Huxian, exhibitions of which toured internationally, including to the 

University of Melbourne’s George Paton Gallery in 1976 and 1977 respectivelycxiv, 

and papercuts which would become an object of study for Rachel Faggetter who 

taught English at the Beijing Languages Institute in 1974-1976, and during her time in 

China amassed a large collection of folk and commercial papercuts. cxv 

 

The first official exhibition to be sent from China to Australia after the normalisation 

of diplomatic relations was ‘Crafts of China’, held in Melbourne in 1975. While the 

exhibition may be seen as a result of the Australia Council’s 1974 cultural delegation 

to China lead by Karmel and Battersby, it can be traced back to 1956 and a proposal 

discussed with Australian cultural delegation to China led by C.P. Fitzgerald for an 

exchange of exhibitions including, from the Chinese side, ‘an exhibition of handcrafts 

and arts’ which for a variety of reasons including the onset of the Cultural Revolution 

was not realised.cxvi  

 

According to the catalogue, ‘Crafts of China’ represented the ‘skills and workmanship 

of the Chinese people and the multiplicity of traditions and interests in the different 

regions of China’. The exhibition was not held at the NGV, which in 1977 would host 

the China archaeological exhibition, but instead at the Myer Mural Hall, the 

department store’s grand gallery space.cxvii Ken Myer stepped in to make the 
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exhibition possible. The partnership between Myer and the Australia Council was 

described as ‘a constructive link between government in a joint venture that will bring 

much pleasure to many people.’ For the Australia Council the exhibition, which 

featured a wide variety of Chinese crafts, including carved ivory, jade, painted 

figurines, ceramics, lacquer, cloisonné, brocade and printed textiles, was timely given 

the Council’s renewed funding for the arts and crafts and a recent committee of 

enquiry into the state of crafts in Australia.cxviii In return, an exhibition of Australian 

landscape painting, organised by Daniel Thomas, Curator of Australian art at the Art 

Gallery of New South Wales, was sent to China and opened at the Cultural Palace of 

the Nationalities, Beijing in September 1975 before travelling to Nanjing and back to 

Sydney.cxix   

 

Networks and influences 

As the ‘Crafts of China’ exhibition attests, close relationships existed between many 

of those involved in Australia-China cultural affairs in the period leading up to 1974, 

linking people working in the Gallery, University, government agencies and business. 

According to Leonard Cox’s biographer it was over ‘dinner as the Coxes’ home’ in 

late 1959 that Cox and his Deputy [Ken Myer] decided that Roy Grounds was their 

preferred architect for building the National Gallery and Arts Centre.cxx It is no 

surprise then, given the relationship between Cox, Myer, and Joseph Burke, all 

Trustees of the National Gallery, that Roy Grounds was chosen as the architect for the 

University of Melbourne’s Arts South Building. Back in 1953 Cox had suggested to 

Burke that the University establish a Gallery.cxxi The following year in a letter from 

Cox to Burke about acquisitions for the NGV, he referred to a meeting of Cox and 

Renaissance art historian Franz Philip, NGV Director Daryl Lindsay, and architects 
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Robin Boyd and Roy Grounds to examine photographs of ancient Chinese sculptures 

on offer from the New York dealer C. T. Loo, observing: ‘We each made a 

remarkably similar choice of what we liked best from the less expensive figures’. The 

five items they had decided upon amounted to some $20,000.cxxii  This meeting 

reveals the extent to which people like Lindsay, Philip, Boyd and Grounds felt 

confident in offering aesthetic advice on historic Chinese objects for the Gallery’s 

collection. While Grounds never travelled to China (he did travel to Japan a number 

of times), his wife Betty, who worked as a textile buyer for Silk and Textile Printers, 

Hobart, established by Claudio Alcorso, had visited China in 1959.cxxiii While there is 

an acknowledged Japanese influence in Grounds’ work, described by his daughter 

Victoria as ‘not immediately obvious but in a subtle approach to design principles and 

materials’cxxiv, there appears to be a reference to Chinese imperial architecture too in 

the form and appearance of the National Gallery of Victoria. cxxv Philip Goad has 

noted that in addition to the Palazzo di Capodimonte and Castello Sforzesco in Italy, 

‘the idea of the sixteenth-century fortified gateways of Beijing, great massive 

masonry structures with single-arched openings and floating hipped roofs, located at 

the edge of the Forbidden City, was also influential’ in the design of the NGV.cxxvi 

Structures such as Tian’anmen (the Gate of Heavenly Peace), Wu Men (Meridian 

Gate), the southern and largest gate of the Forbidden City, as well as the grey stone 

city gates, Zhengyang men, and Qian men, which could be seen across Tian’anmen 

Square, provide compelling physical and conceptual points of reference. In his diary 

Leonard Cox detailed his experience of meeting with Mao Zedong and Zhou Enlai 

and viewing the May Day parade in Tian’anmen Square from the rostrum of 

Tian’anmen Gate. Cox and Myer (and presumably Betty Grounds) both visited the 

Palace Museum, immediately to the north and would have been struck by the 
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architectural wonder of Beijing’s traditional geomantic centre in the process of 

transformation. Particular elements of the National Gallery of Victoria building invite 

comparison with Chinese architecture, notably the moat at the entrance, the plain high 

walls surmounted by a roof, described as ‘an oriental influenced floating roof’cxxvii, 

the single archway ‘entrance’ with its glass falling water ‘spirit wall’ which visitors 

must enter and exit from either side, and the interior courtyards. The so-called Great 

Hall, designed for state functions, shares its name and some of its functions with The 

Great Hall of the People, part of the complex of monumental Soviet-inspired 

buildings flanking Tian’anmen Square to the east and west, including the Museum of 

Chinese History and the Museum of the Chinese Revolution, built to mark the tenth 

anniversary of the PRC in 1959. While any references have been absorbed, abstracted 

and transformed into Ground’s own modernist language Chinese resonances suggest 

conversations that the architect likely had with his friends Len Cox, and Ken Myers 

and his wife Betty Grounds. The images remain, even while the indirectness of his 

contact gave him freedom to create his own design for an art museum for the people 

of Victoria. In 1968 when the building was officially opened the Cultural Revolution 

was in full swing and attitudes to China had hardened once again. Any reference to 

Chinese architecture, new or old, might have been controversial. 

 

1974: a pivotal moment 

From today’s perspective it is interesting consider the significance of the 1974 

exhibition in local terms and within the history of Australia-China cultural dialogue. 

While many exhibitions of Chinese art have been staged in Australia over the 40 

years since then, few have focussed on brush and ink painting from the late modern 

period, that is with an emphasis on the twentieth century, rather than the earlier 
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modern or more contemporary periods. Yet that is a time of crucial importance for 

understanding the cultural shifts that occurred in China with a legacy that continues 

today.  

 

The 1974 exhibition ‘Modern Chinese Painters in the Traditional Style’ was a rare 

attempt to open up a deeper conversation about the significance of Chinese painting in 

Australia. It crossed boundaries in bringing together those in Australia with an interest 

in and knowledge of Chinese art to share understandings of Chinese culture. It 

reflected a fragile but evolving cultural eco system.  

 

In ‘Antipodes adrift’, the closing chapter of The Tyranny of Distance published in 

1966 the historian Geoffrey Blainey articulates the anxiety that surrounded the geo-

political and cultural shifts that were occurring in Australia and which continues to 

have relevance today:  

Much of Australia’s history had been shaped by the contradiction that it 

depended intimately and comprehensively on a country which was further 

away than almost any other in the world. How the dependence had slackened, 

the distance had diminished. The Antipodes were drifting, though where they 

were drifting no one knew. 

 

In some ways the 1974 exhibition ‘Modern Chinese Painters in the Traditional Style’ 

was a high-water mark, a product of an influential, mostly male cultural network that 

was initiated, from positions of privilege, by idealism and civic-mindedness, a small 

but powerful group of visionaries who had, in a sense, seen the future. They were 

active, and were able to act effectively, in the context of wider social change in 
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Australia in the 1970s, of which ‘It’s Time’ is the slogan, which also brought 

necessary changes in attitudes and cultural practices. What the discerning Melbourne 

coterie initiated in 1974 has gone its own way since.  

 

More than forty years on there is still much work to be done to understand China, 

described by Gough Whitlam as ‘one of the central facts’ of the Asia-Pacific region, 

to live up to Ken Myer’s ambition for us ‘to be better informed about the great 

historical cultures of China and Japan, their languages and their current aims and 

aspirations’, and for that knowledge to be to be integrated across disciplines within 

the Academy and reach beyond to the Australian community.  
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