Arts of China: Monuments of Visual Culture

Course Description

The definition of a monument is fluid and dynamic, evolving with history not only to bear witness to the past but also to point towards future trends.  The course explores the idea of monuments by surveying the outstanding examples of Chinese visual culture, including Buddhist cave grottoes, the Terracotta Army, the “Bird’s Nest,” the Forbidden City, the Chinese painting tradition, and contemporary Chinese art.  We will make extensive use of actual objects, taking advantage of TBC’s own collection of Chinese art and artifacts that spans approximately four thousand years.  As much as possible, the classes on architectural monuments will be taught on-site to reinforce the scope and grandeur of Beijing’s urban and architectural history.  Painting history will be taught chronologically, but focused on the thematic issues unifying the major works of each phase rather than simply a historical overview of Chinese painting.  Ultimately students will work towards conceptualizing meaningful new monuments of Chinese visual culture for the twenty-first century in relationship to the monuments of the past.

Assignments and Grading

*Dynasty Quiz

Students will have three chances to pass a dynasty quiz with a score of 100%.  Failure to pass the quiz after three attempts will result in a deduction of one-third of a letter grade from the final course grade (i.e. final grade reduced from an A to an A- if the dynasty quiz is not passed).    

*Two response papers: 20% (10% each paper)

Students will choose one monument from two of the three modules and write a short response paper of 4-5 pages that incorporates some outside research.  These papers are due at the beginning of class on October 7, November 4, and December 2.  Late papers will not be accepted.
*Monument Paper and Presentation: 20%
A third paper of 5-7 pages proposing a new monument will be presented to the class on December 9.  The paper will be handed in at the beginning of that class before the presentations begin.  Late papers will not be accepted.

*Participation: 20%
Participation is a key element of this course, which is designed as a discussion seminar rather than a lecture course.  The participation grade is comprised of five parts: attendance, evidence of preparation, active discussion, engagement with the readings and the works of art, and overall attitude.

*Final Exam (40%)
There will be a final exam at the end of the semester, covering the entire term’s material.   mandatory dynasty quiz that students must complete with 100% score as part of their participation grade 

Course Policies

1. Late papers will not be accepted.

2. Attendance at all lectures is mandatory unless the student is ill and provides either a doctor’s note or a note from Father Gene excusing the absence.  If you are ill, please e-mail me in advance of the class to let me know you will be absent.  Any other absence – such as for travel – is unexcused and the participation grade for that day will be a nonnegotiable zero.  

3. Coming late to class also requires either a doctor’s note or a note from Father Gene to be excused.  Unexcused lateness will automatically result in a participation grade for that day of a nonnegotiable 50%. 

Contact information: Kristina Kleutghen (kkleutghen@gmail.com)

Office Hours: e-mail to schedule a meeting
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Module One: Historical Monuments - Defining Monuments Across Media

Week One, September 16: What Makes a Monument? 

1. Wu Hung, Monumentality in Early Chinese Art and Architecture, pp. 1-17.  “The Nine Tripods and Traditional Chinese Concepts of Monumentality” (Introduction)

Week Two, September 23: Massive and Miniature in Buddhist Art

1. Sullivan, pp. 102-116, 128-136

2. Ning Qiang.  Art, Religion & Politics in Medieval China: The Dunhuang Cave of the Zhai Family, pp. 1-6 (“Introduction” to end of second paragraph on p. 6)

3. Nancy S. Steinhardt, Chinese Architecture, pp. 78-82, 85-89 (“Buddhist Architecture”; “The Sinicization of Buddhist Architecture”)

Week Three, September 30: Meaning and Ornament in Ancient Bronzes and Ceramics

1. Sullivan pp. 1-32 (“Before the Dawn of History” and “The Shang Dynasty”)

2. Robert Bagley, ed.  Ancient Sichuan: Treasures from a Lost Civilization, pp. 72-76, pp. 90-91, 108-113, 121 (Catalogue entries no. 2, 12, 22, 23, 24a&b, 29)

3. Wu Hung and Katherine R. Tsiang, eds.  Body and Face in Chinese Visual Culture, pp. 38-47 (“Case Study: The Figurines of the First Emperor”).

Module Two: Beijing’s Architectural Monuments

Week Four, October 7: Beijing’s Architecture and Urban Planning

**Response Paper for Module 1 due today**

1. Wu Hung, Monumentality in Early Chinese Art and Architecture, pp. 149-165, 176-187 (“Emperor Gaozu: The Birth of Chang’an;” “Emperor Hui and the Walls of Chang’an;” “Wang Mang’s Bright Hall”)

2. Nancy S. Steinhardt, Chinese Architecture, pp. 207-209, 221-225, 302-305, 315-317  (“Beijing in the Ming Dynasty;” “The Temple of Heaven Complex in Beijing;” “Residential Architecture;” “Social Issues of Qing Residential Architecture”

3. Ren Xuefei, “Architecture and Nation Building in the Age of Globalization: Construction of the National Stadium of Beijing for the 2008 Olympics.”  Journal of Urban Affairs, vol. 30, issue 2, pp. 175-190. (Document will be e-mailed to students)

Week Five, Oct. 14: Student Choice of Comparative Architecture in Beijing 

**CLASS WILL BE TAUGHT ON-SITE (Readings to be determined)

Student choice of: 

1. Yonghe Gong Lama Temple and Confucius Temple (Comparative form and function in religious architecture) 

2. “European Palaces” at the Yuanming Yuan (Comparative Sino-European architecture and garden design)
3. Gongwangfu, hutong architecture and Yandaixie at Houhai/Qianhai (Comparative structural reappropriation)
Week Six, Oct. 21: Forbidden City

**CLASS WILL BE TAUGHT ON-SITE

1. Nancy S. Steinhardt, Chinese Architecture, pp. 210-213 (“The Forbidden City”), 262-266 (“Qing Forbidden Cities and Royal Tombs”), 266-268 (“Changes at the Forbidden City”)

2. Geremie Barme, The Forbidden City.  (Page numbers to be determined)

Module Three: Monuments in Two Dimensions – Painting

Week Seven, November 4: Imagining the Unseen (Early through Tang)

**Response Paper for Module 2 due today**

1. Sullivan pp. 76-82, 92-102, 137-143

2. How to Read Chinese Paintings pp. 6-9

3. FLIP THROUGH Three Thousand Years of Chinese Painting, pp. 15-85 (“The Origins of Chinese Painting”)
Week Eight, November 11: Political Dissent and Social Commentary (Five Dynasties through Southern Song) 

1. Sullivan pp. 161-185

2. Possessing the Past pp. 121-137,  159-99

3. How to Read Chinese Paintings, pp. 20-47, 56-73

4. Optional: FLIP THROUGH Three Thousand Years of Chinese Painting, pp.87-138 (“The Five Dynasties and the Song Period”)

Week Nine, November 18: Eccentrics and Innovators (Yuan to 18th century)

1. Sullivan pp. 198-210, 219-233, 252-260

2. Possessing the Past pp. 274-277, 299-306, 402-417, 493-501

3. How to Read Chinese Paintings, pp. 10-13, 74-83, 88-169
4. Optional: FLIP THROUGH 300 Years of Chinese Painting pp. 139-273 
Week Ten, November 25: Action and Reaction (18th century through 1976)

1. Sullivan, pp. 276-286

2. Century in Crisis read pp. 213-225, 228-237 

3. Century in Crisis catalogue images 74-164
Module Four: Monuments for the Future

Week Eleven, December 2: Contemporary Chinese Art (1976-present)

**Response Paper for Module 3 due today

1. Sullivan pp. 293-299

2. Maggie Ma, “Memories of 1989.”  ArtZineChina.com, 2006.  (To be e-mailed)

3. Wu Hung, “Zhang Dali’s Dialogue: Conversation with a City.”  Public Culture vol. 12, no. 3 (2000), pp. 749-768.  (To be e-mailed)

4. Holland Cotter, “China’s Female Artists Quietly Emerge.”  New York Times, July 30, 2008. (To be e-mailed)

Week Twelve, December 9: New Monument Presentations

Week Thirteen, December 16: Final Exam

Timeline of Dynasties

Xia Dynasty


ca. 2100-1600 BCE

Shang Dynasty


ca. 1600-1100 BCE

Zhou Dynasty


Western Zhou ca. 1100-771 BCE


Eastern Zhou ca. 770-256 BCE



Spring and Autumn Period 770-476 BCE



Warring States Period 476-221 BCE

Qin Dynasty


221-206 BCE

Han Dynasty


206 BCE – 220 CE

Three Kingdoms


220-265

Six Dynasties 


Western Jin 265-317 


Eastern Jin 317-420


Southern and Northern Dynasties 420-589

Sui Dynasty 


581-618

Tang Dynasty


618-907

Five Dynasties/Ten Kingdoms


907-960

Song Dynasty


Northern Song 960-1127


Southern Song 1127-1279

Jin Dynasty (Jurchen)


1115-1234 

Yuan Dynasty (Mongol)


1271-1368

Ming Dynasty


1368-1644

Qing Dynasty (Manchu)


1644-1911

Republic


1912-1949

People’s Republic


1949-present

