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Arts
Music Pepe Romero

explains the
mystical power of the guitar. E2

Exhibit The National Portrait Gallery
is planning a major show of the

iconic Civil War photos of Alexander Gardner. E3
Music Filmmaker weds

“Melancholia” to
Wagner’s “Tristan und Isolde.” E2

Cathedral Choral Society hopes
newest commissioned piece

can join a holiday canon
ruled by tradition

The new carol
EVY MAGES/FOR THE WASHINGTON POST

A NEW SOUND: J. Reilly Lewis leads the Cathedral Choral Society in its Dec. 10 concert at the National Cathedral. The group commissioned a new carol, “The Shepherds Sing,” for the concert.

THEATER

Actors drool
over each

other’s parts

VISUAL ARTS

When art diplomacy made
a difference: China, 1981

An ex-State Department
worker goes back and finds
exhibit created ‘shockwave’

BY MEREDITH PALMER

Early in 1981, when I was a young arts
specialist for theStateDepartment, Igot
the assignment of a lifetime: to help
organize the first official art exchange in
the People’s Republic of China.

Itwasfiveyearsafter thedeathofMao
Zedong and only two years since Wash-
ington and Beijing reestablished diplo-
matic relations after a generation of
Cold War hostility and decades of often
violent anti-cultural political upheaval
in China.

My office, part of the State Depart-
ment’s public diplomacy efforts, was
responsible for enlisting museums to
assemble art exhibitions that would be
presented overseas, creating cultural
links and displaying art that would “tell
America’s story.” So after discussing

whether we should send American Indi-
an artifacts or a survey of American
paintings, we decided on the survey
approach, but with a strong emphasis
on contemporary abstract painting. We
hoped to inspire the Chinese artists and
members of the public who had never
seen original American painting of any
kind and, through the most current
works, to underscore free artistic ex-
pression.

It worked, even beyond our expecta-
tions: Chinese artists described it as a
“shock wave.”

Picture China in the 1970s. Merely to
paint or display any experimental works
that did not conform to the rules dictat-
ed by the government put Chinese art-
ists in serious jeopardy of being arrested
for opposition to the state.

For thedaring fewwhodeviated from
mandated style and political subject,
exhibitions were held out of sight of the
authorities, in artists’ apartments, at
great risk. All training in the newly
reopened art academies in 1978 served

china continued on E6

BY MAURA JUDKIS

W hen Miriam Silverman per-
formed in “The Liar” at Shake-
speare Theatre last year, her

character Lucrece faced a man who
compulsively lied through his teeth. But
lies weren’t the only thing that shot
through his teeth.

When his character sweetly pro-
claimed his love for her, actor Christian
Conn spewed more than romantic plati-
tudes.

“A big piece of spit flew into my eye,”
Silverman says.

She was not flustered. She had spit on
his face, too — and on the rest of the cast,
as well.

“I don’t think there’s a leading man
that has not been sprayed by me in
performance,” she says. “During ‘All’s
Well That Ends Well’ last year, I had a
scene with Ted van Griethuysen. I would

spit continued on E5
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6 To hear it
You can watch
the Choral Arts
Society perform
“The Shepherds Sing”
in a video and see
more photos at
washingtonpost.com/
style.

BY DENEEN BROWN

The director needs a little more “SSSSHHHH”
and a little less “er” in “shepherd.”

“The sound should be foreboding. SSSSHHHH is
a sound in the English language that has power to
silence a restless crowd. It’s SHHHepherd,” J. Reilly
Lewis, music director of the Cathedral Choral
Society, insists, as the choir practices a brand-new
Christmas carol. “Again. SSSSSHHHHHHepherd.”

He taps the lectern in a cavernous alcove of the
Washington National Cathedral. Outside, sheets of
freezing rain beat against the Gothic wrought-iron
doors. Inside, the choir lifts its voice, trying to
ascend.

“Diction. Pacing. Rhythm.” Lewis unleashes a

rally of commands from the podium. “Bring that
melody out. Tenors and bass, stand. Sopranos, let’s
keep this a covered veil. It’s not grace. It grrrrrrace,”
he says, rolling his r’s. “You’ve got to anticipate. A
little more exuberance. A little more bounce to the
word ‘sing.’ That’s good. Don’t get louder. . . . Let’s do
it again until you learn to love it.”

Each year, the Cathedral Choral Society commis-
sions a new carol for its annual “Joy of Christmas”

concert. The choir has three weeks to perfect 2011’s
piece, “The Shepherds Sing,” written by renowned
composer René Clausen. Clausen, director of the
Concordia Choir at Concordia College in Minnesota,
hopes his new song will transcend this fleeting
season.

Perhaps “The Shepherds Sing,” a complicated yet

carol continued on E5
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uparestricteddietofsocialistrealismfrom
Russia.Westernartwasstillbarelyatrickle
in the publications.

This fall, on the 30th anniversary of the
exhibition — when Chinese contemporary
artists now break the $10 million mark at
auction — I returned to China to find out
for myself what our exhibition accom-
plished. I hired a cameraman and crew to
make a documentary of these artists, cura-
tors and critics, who would tell me in their
own words what it meant to them in a
country cut off from the world during the
repressive Cultural Revolution of 1966-76.
WhatIfoundastonishedanddelightedme.

What it was like in 1981
By1981, thetrialof theGangofFourwas

over, and the failed policies and horrific
consequences of the past decade were
officially blamed on them. Mao, the father
figure and “great helmsman,” escaped im-
mediate criticism. His grand mausoleum
now had stood in the center of Tiananmen
Square for nearly four years.

Deng Xiaoping’s bold 1978 program of
economic reform and “opening up to the
outside world” had lifted the ban on West-
ern art and culture temporarily, but the
political winds could shift without warn-
ing. With the reestablishment of formal
U.S.-China relations in 1979, a new cultur-
al accord was signed, calling for an ex-
change of exhibitions.

Washington seized this window of op-
portunity, and we moved quickly to orga-
nizetheshow.Luckily, theMuseumofFine
Arts in Boston was building a new wing
andcould lendalargeportionof itsAmeri-
can collection, starting from the Colonial
timeandendingwith thepureabstraction
of 1970s color field.

Some of us were keen that the show
contain as much contemporary work as
possible. In 1978, France had sent the first
Western art exhibition to China — a show
of 19th-century landscape painting, in-
cluding Barbizon and impressionist
works, but nothing modern.

china from E1

“We had the sense that the modern
works were important,” said Theodore E.
Stebbins, the show’s lead curator as cura-
tor of American paintings at the Museum
of Fine Arts in Boston, now curator at
Harvard University Art Museum.

At the State Department, we watched
closely as other political and cultural de-
velopments unfolded. I remember the ca-
bles coming across my desk from “AmEm-
bassy Beijing” discussing the protests of
1979 and the Democracy Wall, where un-
precedented calls for freedoms and criti-
cism of party policies were posted.

At the same time, the embassy wrote
that the first public group of avant-garde
Chinese artists, the Stars (Xing-Xing), im-
patient for a show, hung their paintings on
the fence outside the National Art Gallery
in Beijing — only to have them torn down
by thepolice.Theartists joined themarch-
esfordemocracy,postingnewdemandsfor
artistic freedom on Democracy Wall. We
worked harder.

Finally, “Important Original Works
From the American Paintings Collection of
the Boston Museum of Fine Arts” was
ready. It would be shown at the National
ArtGallery inBeijing, thenat theShanghai
Museum, one month at each venue.

The 70 paintings selected by the mu-
seum’s curators included 18th- and 19th-
century masters John Singleton Copley
and John Singer Sargent, Homer and
Whistler, 20th-century figures Milton Av-
ery and Marsden Hartley, 1950s abstract
expressionists Franz Kline and Jackson
Pollock, andthecontemporaryabstraction
of Helen Frankenthaler, Morris Louis and
Jules Olitski. Knowledge of Western art in
Chinain1981camefromafewpublications
with reproductions, or slides and art cata-
logues from those privileged enough to
travel overseas.

The average person had no telephone or
television; if lucky, maybe they had a radio
to pick up the odd program from Voice of
America or the BBC when it was not
jammed. Nevertheless, word of mouth
traveled quickly about these foreign exhi-
bitionsintheearly1980s.Manyartiststook
overnight train trips from great distances
to see the paintings, standing for hours to
buy tickets.

Before the official opening, we invited a
large group of oil-painting artists in town

’81, when East met Western art
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TREATED LIKE A ROCK STAR: Jackson Pollock’s “Number 10” awed Chinese viewers. “I almost entered a state of
unconsciousness. . . . With abstract art, people could freely express their emotions,” a former arts magazine editor recalls.

Minsheng Museum in Shanghai. This dar-
ing conceptual work runs almost three
hours, in which the artist slowly breaks
apart and glues together a single mirror
with his gloved hands.

Shi Yong, 48, an innovative installation
artist in Shanghai, was studying design at
the time. He talked about the abstract
painters, especially Louis, and being in-
spired by Hans Hofmann, even writing his
graduation thesis on him.

“Since that show, I started to realize
there were many other systems and
schools beyond what I had learned,” he
said. “Previously, it was unimaginable. . . .
Its significance lies in the fact that it
showed us the possibility to open up the
previoussystem. . . andtakea lookatother
possible realms. . . . Later, I started to do
some experimental work, installations as
well as video.”

Fearing thespreadof “bourgeois liberal-
ism,” Deng shut the window to the West in
early 1983 with his “anti-spiritual pollu-
tion”campaign,whichagaincrackeddown
on intellectuals and artists. At the same
time,LiXianting,62, theneditorofMeishu
(Art), the foremost magazine on art, coura-
geouslypublishedaseriesof forward-look-
ingessaysaboutabstractart.Asaresult,he
was removed as editor and subsequently
left themagazine. “Justbadtiming,”hetold
me. Over the years, he has remained one of
the most highly respected critics and sup-
porters of avant-garde art in China.

He recalled the Pollock in the Boston
show. “I almost entered a state of uncon-
sciousness,” he said. “Chinese art always
placed an emphasis on consciousness and
political stance. With abstract art, people
could freely express their emotions.

“However, traditional Chinese literati
painting was quite close to Western mod-
ernism. It was more casual and open-
minded. . . . Traditional calligraphy
stressed that the ideal state for art creation
was ‘drunkenness.’ You would produce the
best work when you were drunk.”

For me, the biggest reward was learning
that our show made a deep connection
with the underground artists who took
hugerisksbypainting freelywhat they felt,
not what was dictated.

Zhang Wei, 59, part of the earliest avant-
garde “No Name” (Wuming) group in Bei-
jing, was recently in New York for an exhi-
bition at the China Institute on “Blooming
in the Shadows: Unofficial Chinese Art,
1974-1985.”

He explained, with tears welling up in
his eyes: “Especially in China at that time,
people had no freedom to say things, to
think, to do things. So a show like this in
China, you cannot imagine how important
it was to us.”

For him and this close group of artists
who were exploring art for art’s sake in
opposition to the party line, the exhibition
hit “like a bomb, a shock.”

“No-content art” or abstraction was al-
ready on his mind, he told me. “I was
dreaming about blowing up a little corner
of Chinese traditional brush painting, to
cut off a part and blow it up, that was my
thinking — to try and create my own ab-
stract paintings. But when I saw Kline, and
all those like Louis, like Frankenthaler,
they really showed me the way how to
become an artist.”

When today’s stalled economy in the
United States and budget-tightening call
for cuts in the arts and in international
exchange programs, it is worth remember-
ing the lasting impact made in China by a
single art exhibition.

As we mark the 30th anniversary of the
Boston Museum’s show in China, the poi-
gnant words of Zhang Wei, now a U.S.
citizen with a studio in Beijing, still reso-
nate: “The exhibition gave us so much
support, mental and spiritual; we can see
through those paintings how to get so
much strength. What we were dreaming
about, we can live it; we can keep doing it;
we were doing the right thing. But without
that show or any foreign art shows in
China, we just feel too lonely.”

style@washpost.com
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Meredith Palmer is making a documentary film
on the impact of the Boston Museum of Fine
Arts Exhibition of American Paintings on the
Chinese artists of the early 1980s. Since 1983
she has been a dealer in the field of
international modern and contemporary art
and lives in New York.

COURTESY ZHANG WEI

AND AFTER: Zhang Wei created “AD1” in 1985. “The exhibition gave us so
much support, mental and spiritual,” he says of the show’s effects.

COURTESY CAROLYN HSU-BALCER AND RENE BALCER

BEFORE THE SHOW: Zhang Wei, part of the earliest avant-garde group in
Beijing, painted “Temple of Heaven” in 1976. “Especially in China at that time,
people had no freedom to say things, to think, to do things,” he says of the era.

ARTISTS AND
CRITICS: Zhang
Wei, clockwise
from top left; Shi
Yong; Li Xianting;
Gao Minglu; and
Zhang Peili.

MUSEUM OF FINE ARTS, BOSTON

“MOST IMPRESSIVE”: Video artist Zhang Peili singles out Edward Hopper’s
“A Room in Brooklyn” when remembering the exhibit.

for a conference to a special preview. They
ran between the paintings in excitement.
Unexpectedly, they first stopped at the
Copley and the Sargent portraits. I asked
someone to translate what they were say-
ing. “Is it the low-cut dress or the beautiful
yellow satin fabric?” I asked. No, they were
admiring the outstanding technique.

When they got to the room of abstract
paintings, the discussion became even
more animated. As if meeting a rock star,
theygatheredaroundthePollockpainting,
then lined up in front of it for a formal
picture with the celebrity. In wonderment,
theydiscoveredthecigarettebuttandhair-
pin embedded in the oil drips of his 1949
“Number 10.”

But at the last minute, Chinese officials
objected to the dozen abstract works and
one nude in the show. We held discussions
among all parties but saw no compromise
for outright censorship. We stood behind
the Boston Museum and insisted on the
whole show or no show. We were all out on
a limb — we had important delegations
arriving from Washington for the opening,
and if the show was canceled, we would
have problems on the American side as
well as the Chinese side.

I remember a tense weekend of waiting
in the embassy, worried that the Chinese
would call to escalate their complaint to
higher officials. The call came Monday.

A seasoned China hand, Chas W. Free-
man, who was acting ambassador, saw the
situationthesameway:Democraticprinci-
ples of free expression were at stake, not to
mention artistic expression.

“Irecall takingthismovebytheMinistry
of Culture all the way to the vice foreign
minister, saying that this situation was out
of hand and that it would cause everyone
embarrassment,” Freeman said. “I told
them that China’s reputation, not ours,
would be the one to suffer.”

Talks went down to the wire. At last, the
show was salvaged without censorship.
American journalists got wind of China’s
objections and reported the outcome as a
triumph for free artistic expression. Chief
Justice Warren E. Burger, the top U.S. offi-
cial inChina toopentheshow,emphasized
democratic principles in his inaugural re-
marks: “The works of art in this exhibition
express the American spirit of freedom in
which each person can write, paint and do
whatever he wants as long as he does not
violate the Constitution.”

We sold out 30,000 catalogues the first
weekandreprintedmore.Butwecouldnot
keep up with the demand. The embassy
estimated that attendance in Beijing ran
morethan6,000peopleaday; inShanghai,
the consulate reported close to 100,000 for
the entire month and extended hours to
accommodate visitors.

The reviews in the Chinese news media
discussed American painting primarily
from a historical perspective, often citing
European influences. Even the party’s
mouthpiece, People’s Daily, ran fairly posi-
tive articles on the “realist” paintings with
little reference to the abstract works. Min-
ister of Culture Huang Zhen issued a state-
ment saying there was much to be learned
fromtherealistsbutdismissedtheabstract
works as “an artistic trend.”

Inmycablesback toWashington, I tried
to capture the excitement and discovery by
the artists, but for 30 years I have won-
deredwhatmorewasdiscussedanddebat-
ed,whathappenedtotheseartistsafterour
show.

What it was like in 2011
I arrived in Beijing this fall wondering

how many artists I would find who could
even remember a show from 30 years ago.
Not only did they remember, but they also
told me things I could not have imagined.
With so few foreign exchanges in those
years, this exhibition was considered a
cultural landmark.

Unlike in the old days, the Chinese art-
ists of 2011 had no qualms about speaking
with a foreigner; they were eager to share
with me their indelible impressions of the
paintingsthatweresoprovocativetothem.
Immensely thoughtful, they revealed hon-
est puzzlement and curiosity over the new
andfreeformsofAmericanexpressionthat
had been introduced. During each of my
interviews, the Chinese artist would inter-
rupt, leanoverintentlyandexpressaheart-
felt “thankyoufor sending thisexhibition.”

“Even today, two or three generations
still remember it very clearly,” said Profes-
sorGaoMinglu,62,Beijingcriticandschol-
ar of the 1980s.

There is no substitute for standing in
front of an original work of art, as each
artist confirmed to me when we spoke.
Although they had seen some reproduc-
tions, and knew several names, artists told
me that this first show of contemporary
American painting opened up an entire
new level of understanding. They could
feel the light and scale, see the brush-
strokes and handling of paint, compare
artists’ styles, not to mention see a way of
life wholly different from their own. It
challenged them to think, stimulated and
supported experimentation in their work,
and freed them to express themselves.

Each artist found inspiration in a differ-
ent painting.

Zhang Peili, 54, acclaimed as the first
video artist in China, who is dean of the
country’s first Department of New Media
at the prestigious China Art Academy in
Hangzhou, singled out the 1932 Edward
Hopper painting “A Room in Brooklyn.”

“The most impressive was the work by
Hopper,” he said. “I was in my sophomore
year in college and knew little about what
happened after impressionism. I knew
these were important works, like Jackson
Pollock, but I was not sure of the meaning
of them. I liked it but did not know how to
look at it.”

Hispivotalvideoworkof1988, “30X30,”
opened the recent fall video art exhibition
“Moving Image in China: 1988-2011” at
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