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From Propaganda Art to Public Art:
Shifting Relationship between Bronze Sculptures and
Public Spheres in Modern China.

Yoko, TAKAYAMA

This article examines the transformation of bronze sculptures have gradually
changed from propaganda art to public art in modern China. The style of Western
fine art style such as bronze sculptures, which was rapidly imported by younger
Chinese artists who had studies abroad, was adopted to commemorate the martyrs
of the socialist revolution in the early 20th century. The public parks and the public
squares, where these western sculptures were created, had not existed in traditional
China. Rather to amuse colonialists in Shanghai, the British and French colonial
governments sculpted bronze sculptures to commemorate colonial officers. This
motivated Chinese citizens to create their own parks and statues as well.

Later, the Chinese Communist Party frequently employed the combination of
public spheres and monuments as a propaganda art. Named as the Mao Style, this
movement was established as an official art style at the 1942 Yan-an Conference.
In the early 1950s, the Chinese artists adopted Soviet Socialist Realism, which
was officially initiated by Stalin in 1933 to express the Communist ideology to
continually create bronze statues, huge monuments, and propaganda posters of the
martyrs of the revolition.

Following the end of the Cultural Revolution, much criticism was directed
toward the Mao Style, because of its excessively ideological style lack of originality,
and esthetics. Nevertheless, the western sculptures in public spheres have originated

in China, and people enjoy the statues as a form of public art. While these statues
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were damaged for their anti-communist or feudal styles, they are in this decade
frequently reconstructed in some large cities. However, these reconstructions
are seldom similar to the originals, which are not considered to suitable for the
contemporary urban circumstances. Public parks are not only the places that
commemorate martyrs of the revolution but also the places where citizens play
badminton and traditional Chinese pugilism. In addition, heavy traffic often renders
public squares with bronze statues often narrow. People prefer the intimate statues
that express the traditional life to those of the martyrs of revolution positioned on the
large pedestals, which one must look up to see. In this way, the relationship between
bronze statues and public spheres shifted to reflect the socio-cultural changes in

modern China.
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