
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rinh20

The International History Review

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rinh20

‘To Contemplate the Soul of the Oldest Civilization
in the World’: Britain and the Chinese Art
Exhibition of 1935–36

Antony Best

To cite this article: Antony Best (2022): ‘To Contemplate the Soul of the Oldest Civilization in the
World’: Britain and the Chinese Art Exhibition of 1935–36, The International History Review, DOI:
10.1080/07075332.2022.2120049

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/07075332.2022.2120049

© 2022 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group

Published online: 24 Sep 2022.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 183

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rinh20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rinh20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/07075332.2022.2120049
https://doi.org/10.1080/07075332.2022.2120049
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rinh20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rinh20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/07075332.2022.2120049
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/07075332.2022.2120049
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/07075332.2022.2120049&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-09-24
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/07075332.2022.2120049&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-09-24


‘To Contemplate the Soul of the Oldest Civilization in the
World’: Britain and the Chinese Art Exhibition of 1935–36

Antony Best

London School of Economics, London, United Kingdom

ABSTRACT
In November 1935 a celebrated exhibition of Chinese art opened at the
Royal Academy in London just as Japan sought to inspire an autonomy
movement in north China. This article assesses the degree to which the
British public’s exposure to the treasures of Chinese civilization influ-
enced its attitude towards the political rivalry developing in East Asia. It
argues that the exhibition had a notable impact. Specifically, it shows
how memory of the exhibition contributed to the pro-Chinese stance
that the British public took following the outbreak of the second Sino-
Japanese War in July 1937 and notes the way in which China’s civiliza-
tional achievements were invoked as a reason for sympathy towards
its cause.
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On the morning of Thursday 28 November 1935, after almost two years of planning, one of the
most anticipated events of London’s winter season opened to the public. The cause of excite-
ment was an exhibition of traditional Chinese paintings, ceramics and bronzes at the Royal
Academy of Arts (RA), which included items from China’s Palace Museum collection that had
never previously been displayed in the West. Over the next three and a half months the exhib-
ition would attract over 420,000 visitors and on its final day, 7 March 1936, Burlington House
was specially kept open until 10 pm to provide a last-minute opportunity to view the treasures
on display.1

In recent years this exhibition has, after decades of relative obscurity, attracted the attention
of a variety of historians.2 For some, it is worthy of study because it provides insights into the
politics of art collection; revealing, for example, the ‘orientalist’ assumptions behind European
evaluations of Chinese aesthetics and the ways in which these were challenged by intellectuals
in China.3 Others have focused on it as an example of how Chinese regimes have utilized the
Palace collection as a propaganda tool in international politics.4 In the latest studies of the exhib-
ition, Ilaria Scaglia has presented it as a manifestation of interwar internationalism that involved
both transnational and inter-governmental cooperation, while Robert Bickers has emphasized its
role in bringing the British public to appreciate Chinese culture.5

These approaches to the exhibition are enlightening, but for those who focus on the history
of British foreign policy and its interaction with East Asia there is a need for a more overtly polit-
ical evaluation of this event. After all, this exhibition took place during a period of mounting
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tension in the region. By 1935-6, having conquered Manchuria between 1931 and 1933, Japan
was now encroaching into north China thus threatening the authority of the newly formed
Guomindang state in Nanjing, while on the side-lines Britain, the Western power with most at
stake, prevaricated about how best to defend its interests. Seen against this background, the fact
that the exhibition took place in London at such a crucial juncture in the region’s history raises
the issue of what political considerations led to its inception, while the fact that so many people
attended begs the question of what effect it had on British perceptions of modern China, espe-
cially during the early stages of the Sino-Japanese War that began in July 1937.6

This article argues that the Chinese art exhibition of 1935-36 was an inherently political event
both in its organization and its impact. It goes beyond Scaglia’s focus on internationalism and
Bickers’s concern with cultural ties to show that in contributing to the exhibition, the British gov-
ernment took advantage of what was originally a private initiative to pursue its own specific dip-
lomatic goals. This involvement reflected the Foreign Office’s new-found interest in using
cultural diplomacy to burnish the country’s international image with the aim, specifically in this
case, of helping to perpetuate the British commercial presence in China.7 In addition, the paper
demonstrates that the exhibition had a marked impact on British perceptions of China both dur-
ing and after its opening. Most notably, it argues that in 1937-8 memories of the exhibition
within Britain contributed to public sympathy for China in its war against Japan. Accordingly, it
contends that analysis of this episode leads us to a richer understanding of British attitudes
towards East Asia in the 1930s by emphasizing an interaction between culture and politics that
has hitherto been largely absent from the orthodox diplomatic history literature.8

The idea of holding a major exhibition of Chinese art in London was originally conceived by
the Oriental Ceramics Society in London. The key instigator was the wealthy art collector, Sir
Percival David, whose family had extensive business interests in Asia.9 In 1933 he proposed that
London should host an international exhibition of traditional Chinese paintings, ceramics,
bronzes and other artefacts. His initiative can be understood on several levels. In part, the pro-
posal reflected recent changes in the world of aesthetics. Chinese art, having been marginalized
during the late nineteenth-century vogue for Japonisme, was now undergoing a revival, and, as
Jason Steuber has noted, in the 1920s a number of exhibitions of Chinese art were held in con-
tinental Europe as both states and cities sought to assert their claims to aesthetic sophistica-
tion.10 Indeed, such was the vogue for Chinese culture that in 1930 the curator and poet
Laurence Binyon noted that Japanese art was increasingly being seen as an ‘inferior imitation’ of
that created in China.11

Linked to this was the fact that following the Great War there was an upsurge in large-scale
exhibitions of national art. In London, for example, the Royal Academy hosted exhibitions of
Spanish, Dutch, Flemish, Persian, French and Italian art, with the latter in 1930 attracting over
500,000 visitors. The success of this kind of exhibition was in part due to the new-found willing-
ness of countries to loan treasures from their national art collections abroad as exercises in cul-
tural propaganda.12 Notably, in 1930 the Italian government persuaded the Uffizi Gallery in
Florence to allow Sandro Botticelli’s ‘The Birth of Venus’ to be sent to the London exhibition.13

Seen from these angles, David’s proposal can be interpreted as a means of stamping London’s
authority as the premier centre for the appreciation of Chinese aesthetics and of artistic connois-
seurship more generally. Lastly, there was a financial angle to his proposal. Clearly, he and his
fellow collectors stood to gain from the rising prestige of Chinese art, and in 1933 this aspect of
the issue was heightened by the desire of the founder and president of the Oriental Ceramics
Society, George Eumorfopoulos, to sell his collection to the British state.

Whether politics played any role in Sir Percival David’s initial thinking is unclear, for neither
he nor those in his circle left private papers. What can be said is that his idea came at a moment
when Western Sinophiles were making connections between their interest in Chinese culture
and the political future of that country. As Nicholas Clifford has observed, the interwar period
saw a growing sympathy for China among Western liberal intellectuals, including such figures as
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Pearl Buck, Bertrand Russell, John Dewey, Harold Acton, and Gerald Yorke. For some, China was
a worthy progressive cause because of its efforts to slew off the yoke of imperialism and become
modern, while others lauded its spirituality which stood in contrast to the rampant materialism
of the West.14

Converting this liberal affinity with China into a broader mass sympathy was, though, fraught
with difficulty. One problem was that in contrast to other foreign causes with which British opin-
ion had identified, such as Greek independence in the early nineteenth century, there were no
positive civilizational, religious or historical ties that bound Britain to China.15 Indeed, outside of
the rarefied world of collectors and progressive intellectuals, China’s image had declined mark-
edly since the end of the craze for Chinoiserie in the eighteenth century.16 The most common
tropes associated with the Chinese people were addiction to opium, xenophobia, and a propen-
sity for perpetual civil war.17 One episode from 1932 neatly sums up the situation. In that year
China’s legation in London unsuccessfully lobbied the British government to ban the film
Shanghai Express due to its racist representation of the Chinese. Discussing the Foreign Office’s
negative response, one British official noted sardonically, ‘The fact is that the “man in the street”
cares very little about China, but if a character is to be represented on the stage or screen who
is stealthy, sinister, and secret, the nationality of that character is usually a Chinese’.18 In this
regard it is noticeable that in the same year an appeal organized by the China Association, the
lobby group that represented British firms doing business in the country, for relief funds to help
refugees from disastrous flooding in the Yangzi region only collected £10,810 over a two-month
period.19 This contrasted with the £264,151 that had been raised over six months by a Mansion
House fund for the victims of the Yokohama earthquake of 1923.20

Politically too, the countries were not close. Britain had, after all, coerced China in the nine-
teenth century into opening itself up to trade and had imposed a treaty-port regime upon it.
Moreover, British India was the major source of China’s opium imports. By the start of the twenti-
eth century Britain began to show a grudging willingness to address China’s calls for treaty revi-
sion and the end of the trade in narcotics, but its concessions were too piecemeal to satisfy
Chinese opinion. Consequently, in the 1920s the rise of Chinese nationalism created a major pol-
itical crisis that posed a substantial challenge to the British stake in China. In response, the
British government settled upon a policy of ‘imperial retreat’ in terms of treaty rights, which
involved the granting of tariff autonomy to China and a willingness to discuss the future of
extraterritoriality, in the hope that this would allow for the maintenance of its commercial pres-
ence in the country. This policy met with much opposition from conservatives in Britain and did
little to reconcile the Chinese who continued to demand further concessions.21 The continuing
lack of sympathy or sense of common interest within Britain can be discerned during the
Manchurian crisis of 1931-3 when British criticism of Japan rested primarily on the threat that
the latter’s actions posed to the utility of the League of Nations; relatively few people actively
expressed concern for China itself, except when the Shanghai suburb of Zhabei came under air
attack in February 1932.22

The problem with this antipathy or at best indifference towards China was that it did not
augur well for the future of Britain’s considerable commercial stake in the country.23 Accordingly,
elements within both Whitehall and liberal intellectual circles were keen from the late 1920s
onwards to bridge the divide between the two countries. However, progress in this field was not
easy, for at this point the Foreign Office’s handling of cultural diplomacy was still largely reactive
and ad hoc. Its most significant manifestation at this time came in 1930, when, following an
American lead, it reached an official agreement with the Chinese government on how Britain’s
funds from the Boxer indemnity of 1901 could be used in a more mutually constructive form
than hitherto. The majority was now to be transformed into export credits for China, with a
smaller sum set aside for a new British Universities China Committee that would sponsor educa-
tional and cultural exchange.24 In addition, several private initiatives took place. In 1926 the then
British Institute of International Affairs (later the Royal Institute of International Affairs or RIIA)
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organized a lecture tour by the prominent Chinese intellectual Hu Shih, while in 1932 Britain’s
National Committee of Intellectual Cooperation (NCIC) established its own programme to spon-
sor visits by Chinese educationalists.25

David’s initiative can thus be interpreted as being one part of this larger growing interest in
cultural exchange, or, at the least, an attempt to take advantage of it for his own and his fellow
collectors’ own purposes. After all, such a venture might well win support from the British state
on the grounds that it could contribute to deepening British understanding of China as a civiliza-
tion and would, hopefully, be seen by the Chinese government as a gesture of friendship and
appreciation. There was, though, an unfortunate irony in choosing art as the vehicle for this mes-
sage, for it overlooked the fact that many of the British-owned treasures of Chinese origin con-
sisted of objects that had been looted during the burning of the Summer Palace in Beijing in
1860 and the suppression of the Boxer rebellion in 1900. The idea that art could be posited as a
forum for reconciliation thus only underlined the degree to which the British remained blind to
the full extent of their past misdemeanours.

To turn his idea of an exhibition into a reality David contacted the chairman of the China
Society of London, Major-General Sir Neill Malcolm, who was a well-connected establishment fig-
ure. Malcolm, in turn, argued that to have the desired impact the exhibition had to include
material from the Palace Museum in China. Accordingly, in order to gain access to the best arte-
facts from that source, in January 1934 Malcolm wrote to the Foreign Office for help in persuad-
ing the Chinese government to allow works from the Palace collection to be sent to London. In
his letter to the Foreign Office Malcolm played up the potential foreign-policy advantages of the
project, noting, ‘I do not think I need to dwell upon either the aesthetic or the political import-
ance of an exhibition such as we have in mind’.26

The political ramifications were underlined in a memorandum that the British organizers sent
to the Chinese minister in London, Guo Taiqi [Quo Tai-ch’i], in February that year. This document
asserted that, considering the popularity of the recent major exhibitions of foreign art held in
London, a display of ‘the artistic achievements of China’ would be of great value. Such exhibi-
tions, it argued, had already shown their worth, for:

They enhance the admiration and respect felt for the people to whose artistic genius the exhibits owe their
origin, and they have been proved to result in enormous material benefits accruing to their country not
only politically but economically and commercially as well.27

In the present case, the organizers contended that the appearance of the finest fruits of
Chinese civilization would be ‘bound, if brought to the notice of European peoples in the man-
ner suggested, to cover her country with glory and to bring the people of China countless new
and lasting friends’.28 In other words, this event could prove to be a valuable exercise in cultural
propaganda for the Chinese government.

In line with the limited interest in cultural diplomacy that it had displayed in regard to the
Boxer indemnity, the Foreign Office’s initial reaction was to approve of the exhibition in prin-
ciple, but to reject any direct involvement. It thus limited itself to sending a letter in the name
of the foreign secretary, Sir John Simon, to Guo in February stating the former would be
delighted if the exhibition went ahead, but not committing the British government to doing any-
thing to assist.29 Simon did, though, help behind the scenes. On hearing of the exhibition and
noting its potential ‘political value’, he mentioned it to Sir William Llewellyn, the RA’s president,
who remarked that it could act as that institution’s annual winter show.30

The Chinese government’s response was more enthusiastic. Ever since the Paris peace confer-
ence of 1919, China’s diplomats had recognized the need to improve their country’s international
image. As Alison Adcock Kaufman has observed, this was seen as vital not just for assisting with
the revision of the unequal treaties, but also for the long-term goal of attaining Great Power sta-
tus for China.31 In the cultural realm these aims led the Guomindang regime to cultivate foreign
opinion by establishing its own NCIC and to publish (from 1935) its own English-language
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journal, T’ien Hsia.32 It therefore recognized that allowing works from the Palace collection to
travel to London could be used to heighten China’s international prestige. Aside from broadcast-
ing its claim to be treated as a unique civilization of long-standing, by taking an active role
China could assert ownership over its own past and demonstrate, through drawing on the
resources of the newly established Academia Sinica and publicizing its recent archaeological
work, that it was capable of protecting and nurturing its own heritage. In other words, it could
use the occasion not only to display its illustrious past but also assert its claims to modernity.33

Moreover, in the light of the recent Manchurian crisis of 1931-33, the exhibition was a valuable
opportunity for China to challenge Japan’s claims to cultural leadership in Asia. In this context, it
is worth noting that the Palace collection had already become a symbol of Japanese oppression
of its neighbour; its treasures having been evacuated from Beijing to Nanjing in 1933 following
the Japanese offensive into Rehe.34

Accordingly, with official Chinese approval having been won, in the summer of 1934 a team
of British experts, including Oscar Raphael, David and Eumorfopoulos, travelled to China to help
to choose works from the Palace collection. Meanwhile, in August the RA agreed, at the special
request of the Chinese government, to host the exhibition at its premises in Burlington House in
Piccadilly.35 However, in the autumn of that year this momentum was threatened by a series of
obstacles. Most notably, the Chinese authorities now demanded that the exhibition should be
held under the auspices of both governments and that the Royal Navy should escort the trans-
portation of the priceless, and thus uninsurable, works of art from the Palace Museum.36

With the future of the exhibition in the balance, the Foreign Office acted. In late 1934 it per-
suaded the Office of Works to agree to the exhibition being held under the British government’s
auspices and received the Admiralty’s agreement to provide the cruiser HMS Suffolk for the jour-
ney from Shanghai to London.37 The latter was a considerable coup, for as Walter Lamb, the sec-
retary of the RA, observed, it ‘would be very useful as a demonstration of the co-operation of
our Government and as enhancing the importance of the Exhibition in the minds of the pub-
lic’.38 In addition, in a separate development, the king and queen agreed to act as the British
official patrons of the exhibition.39

The Foreign Office’s involvement did not, though, end there. Soon another nettlesome issue
arose, namely the need to lobby the Japanese government, for the exhibition organizers were
interested in displaying works from collections in Japan. This was not easy, as some Japanese art
historians were opposed to any treasures leaving the country. On the Foreign Office’s orders, the
British ambassador in Tokyo duly applied pressure, letting the Japanese foreign ministry know
that ‘if the Japanese refused to help at all in the exhibition, it would make an unfortunate
impression’.40 Subsequently some Japanese private collectors offered works, but still nothing was
forthcoming from the national collection. Officially this was because ‘national treasures’ were not
allowed to leave the country, but the rumour spread that it was linked to Japan’s objection to
the appointment of the second Earl of Lytton as the chairman of the British executive committee
(Lytton having led the League of Nations commission of inquiry into the Manchurian crisis).41

Why precisely the Foreign Office decided to act is unclear, but what is apparent is that this
problem could hardly have arisen at a more sensitive time. In the autumn of 1934 the Chinese
government, faced with a collapse in the value of the silver yuan, was pressing Britain for finan-
cial aid, which the Treasury was loath to supply. Meanwhile, British firms in China, who were
themselves concerned about the economic downturn in that country, were berating Whitehall
for its passivity in East Asia.42 Against this background, a goodwill gesture towards China in the
field of cultural diplomacy made eminent sense, while a refusal might have had unfortunate con-
sequences. After all, by this action, the British government could, at little cost to itself, signal to
China that it respected its civilization and was prepared to treat it as a partner within inter-
national affairs. Considering the burden of history that weighed on this relationship, this was an
important message to impart.
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Moreover, the Foreign Office’s official support for the exhibition resonated with its new-found
belief in the efficacy of cultural diplomacy, which had already led in 1934 to the formation of
the British Committee for Relations with Other Countries (renamed the British Council in 1936).43

The link between cultural diplomacy and the exhibition is evident in a speech that Simon deliv-
ered at the RA’s annual dinner in May 1935. In this address, in which he touched on the small
role he had played in the setting up of the China exhibition, he made an explicit reference to
the political dividends that could accrue from international exhibitions. Noting the good impres-
sion (or as his Foreign Office brief put it, ‘propaganda value’) that art exhibitions could create of
a nation and its culture, he observed, ‘Here is the promotion of artistic understanding between
friends and neighbouring peoples which is capable of great expansion and which could do noth-
ing but good to the relations of people themselves and to the interest in splendid works of art
throughout the world’.44 Cultural diplomacy was thus portrayed as a contribution to the greater
good in terms of mutual understanding and education, although naturally the Foreign Office’s
interest was primarily in more material short-term advantages.

With the British government on board, a wave of anticipation developed in Britain which was
assiduously stoked by the press. The British media, across the spectrum from elite to popular
and conservative to progressive, saw the exhibition as an important cultural event and gave it
extensive publicity. This was partly because of its sheer novelty; the Persian exhibition five years
before had, after all, been a sensation.45 In addition, it also reflected the British elite’s self-satis-
faction with its own connoisseurship; to possess and appreciate Chinese art, especially porcelain,
was, after all, considered to be ‘a symbol of wealth and good taste’.46

In March 1935 the Fortnightly Review carried an essay by a member of the Department of
Oriental Antiquities at the British Museum, Basil Gray, which set out the significance of what
awaited the British public, noting that ‘the civilization of China’ was ‘comparable in richness with
that of Europe rather than that of Italy or France’.47 Another contributor to the wave of publicity
was Binyon who, in a short article for The Observer in July 1935, lauded Chinese sculpture and
painting and noted, in relation to the latter, its long-standing affinity with poetry.48 Anticipation
was also evident in an editorial that The Times published on 26 July when the precious cargo
arrived from China, in which it predicted that, ‘To look at … them will be to contemplate the
soul of the oldest civilization in the world, a civilization so different from our own that under-
standing of its deepest truths is out of reach’.49 Further articles followed in the autumn with
each drawing deep from the well of superlatives.

Another development was that the Royal Society, the University of London, the Chinese
embassy, and the Manchester City Art Gallery commissioned lectures designed to complement
the exhibition. Meanwhile the BBC broadcast talks that were later published in The Listener.50

The fad for ‘things Chinese’ also led to other exhibitions being staged; one at the British
Museum of Chinese paintings and another at the Burlington Fine Arts Club of Chinoiserie from
the eighteenth century.51 Interest of a more material kind was also evident. As the opening of
the exhibition approached shops in London filled their shelves with Chinese pots, porcelain and
lacquer in the hope that a trend for Chinoiserie was about to sweep the country, while publishers
rushed a range of weighty tomes into print.52

As noted above, the exhibition finally opened at the RA on 28 November 1935 and ran until
7 March 1936. It contained over 3,000 exhibits of which over 800 had come from China, the
majority of the latter being bronzes, porcelain, paintings and jade.53 In line with the British col-
lectors’ favoured categorization of Chinese art, the objects were displayed in chronological order
by dynasty, beginning with prehistoric artefacts that had recently been excavated by the
Academia Sinica, before moving on to Henan and Shang dynasty bronzes (1600-1050 BC) and
ending in the fourteenth room with objects from the eighteenth century. Three rooms were
dedicated to the Ming period with the focus of attention being an extensive display of
porcelain.54
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Many reviews of the exhibition consisted solely of detailed descriptions of the items on dis-
play, but some also contained reflections on how the exhibition might influence the image of
China more generally. Thus, in the art magazine Apollo R. L. Hobson observed that the event
allowed the visitor ‘to appreciate the genius of a gifted race’, while in the Asiatic Review, F. St. G.
Spendlove, the editor of the exhibition catalogue, expressed his hope that it would remove the
blindfolds of prejudice.55 Others wrote of the exhibition challenging Japan’s claim to hegemony
in East Asia. For example, Pierre Jeannerat wrote in the Daily Mail that, while Japan had proved
its greatness due to its military victory over Russia, China was discrediting past stereotypes
through ‘a revelation of strength, of intellectual power of the highest order’.56 In other words,
China had the greater claim to civilizational achievement. Praise was also directed towards the
present Chinese government. In the Contemporary Review, the art historian Mary Chamot, noted
that, considering the ‘destruction and loot’ that had been taken place ‘through the agency of
European troops in the past’, the Chinese authorities had proved extremely generous; this, of
course, being a reference to the events of 1860 and 1900.57

Only a few dissenting voices were heard in intellectual circles and these came primarily from
critics who specialized in European classical painting. This reflected a long-running critique of
Asian modes of representation. In the late-nineteenth century some critics had derided
Japonisme on the basis that Japanese art was primarily decorative and thus lacked spiritual
depth. The same criticisms were now directed at the Chinese.58 For example, Clive Bell observed
in the New Statesman and Nation that Chinese art lacked the individuality and eccentricity that
added spark to the European canon, or as he put it, ‘where is the Chinese Rembrandt?’59

Kenneth Clark took a similar line, noting that Western observers had difficulty in appreciating cal-
ligraphy or comprehending Chinese iconography, with the result that much of the painting
seemed formulaic, ‘It is as if … the Chinese had produced a series of exquisite songs but no
symphonies; or to change the metaphor had produced poets like Collins and Clare but no
Milton, and, above all, no Shakespeare’.60 However, such views met with a spirited riposte from
David who, in a lecture at the Royal Society, affirmed that the differences between Europe and
China were so great that applying the former’s ‘canons of art criticism’ was ‘futile and unproduct-
ive’ and that all such prejudices should be put aside.61

There is little evidence that Bell and Clark’s highbrow musings resonated widely, for the pub-
lic responded enthusiastically to the exhibition. By the time it closed in March it had attracted
422,143 people and made a profit of £20,000, which was split between the RA and the two gov-
ernments.62 Those who attended ranged from the cream of society to ordinary people, from the
old to the young. Friends of the Royal Academy were given a private view on the evening
before the official opening, which led to a flood of the ‘great and the good’ visiting the exhib-
ition.63 Then there were a number of official receptions, including one on 13 January for the del-
egates to the second London naval conference.64 Among the politicians who attended was the
Conservative MP Cuthbert Headlam, who observed in his diary, ‘no wonder they despise us all
when for generations before Europe emerged from barbarism their culture and arts were flour-
ishing’.65 Of the older generation, the most prominent visitor was King George V in one of his
last public engagements before his death in January 1936. At the other end of the age-scale
were large numbers of school children; by mid-February their number had already reached
40,000 and among them were some politicians of the future, Denis Healey and Jeremy Thorpe.66

The enthusiasm generated by the exhibition was such that after its closure, while the works
from China headed home, a number from the West went on to a smaller exhibition in
Manchester, while works from the Eumorfopoulos collection were displayed at the Victoria and
Albert Museum in London (attracting a further 34,500 visitors).67 In society more broadly the
exhibition sparked art sales and further publications. It also, as the Persian exhibition had done
before, set the tone for women’s fashion for the spring season.68 As early as 9 January 1936
Ronald Morrel presented his new collection for women in which ‘Several of the evening gowns
were almost exact replicas of the costumes seen on some of the statues’.69 This trend continued
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through the following months influencing both colour and design; one notable example being a
new resilient type of woman’s sandal that fulfilled a vital need, dancing with ‘an inexperi-
enced partner’.70

Britain was then, during the winter and spring of 1935-6, suffused with the ‘soul of China’. For
the Chinese government this could hardly have come at a more opportune moment, because in
the harsh world of politics Japan was once again on the move. The latest epicentre was north
China where in early December 1935 the Japanese army coerced Chiang Kai-shek’s government
into agreeing to establish the Hebei-Chahar Political Council, which passed day-to-day control
over an area that included Beijing and Tianjin into the hands of an autonomous body whose
leaders were subject to Japan’s approval.71 China thus needed all the sympathy it could get.

The contrast between Japan’s latest act of aggrandizement and the civilized artistic output of
its victim on display at Burlington House could hardly have been greater. Indeed, the social cam-
paigner Margery Fry noted to her sister Isabella on 1 December, ‘it is rather heart-breaking to
have it held just at this awful moment’.72 The contrast between Japanese coercion and Chinese
civilization was duly reflected within the British media. For a political cartoonist, such as David
Low of the Evening Standard, the coincidence of the two events was a godsend. He duly pro-
duced in late November a cartoon in which an exhibition of Chinese art was being looted by
Japanese gangsters while two figures representing Britain and the United States looked on
powerless.73 Meanwhile, the venerable editor of The Observer, J.L. Garvin, published on 1
December 1935 a forthright editorial in which, alluding to the concurrent Italian conquest of
Ethiopia, he noted that what Japan was doing was ‘a thousand times more significant and sinis-
ter than what is taking place in the “Ethiopian Empire”’, and that it marked ‘the real Chinese
exhibition’.74 Indeed, for China’s sympathizers in Britain, the contrast between Japan’s latest
aggression and the display of China’s civilizational riches was all to the good. In early December,
the head of the Chinese customs office in London, John Macoun, observed, ‘Much sympathy has
been evoked for China as a nation which has been cultured and civilised for ages, and this may
well take the practical form of helping her to emerge from her present difficulties’.75

Unsurprisingly, the Chinese embassy sought to take direct advantage of the situation. At the offi-
cial government dinner held on 3 December Guo stressed his hope that China would henceforth
be treated as an equal.76 In a subsequent essay for the Asiatic Review he underlined his point by
emphasizing that the works on display revealed both the common bonds of mankind and the
achievements of Chinese civilization. In particular, he observed with pleasure that the exhibition
meant an end to the patronizing prism of Chinoiserie, noting:

It was never a legitimate approach to China. This exhibition, I want to think, commemorates the great facts
that the sense of merely the quaint and the curious is gone forever as between China and the West, both
ways, and in other matters than the arts, and the sense of the deep and yet the communicable is well
established.77

In other words, from now on China should be viewed on its own terms. On other occasions,
he and his colleagues put another spin on the exhibition by emphasizing that the works on dis-
play were evidence of his country’s deep commitment to peace and humanity; leaving, of
course, the question of what Japan represented hanging in the air.78

The Japanese government quickly became aware that it was coming off second best in this
propaganda war and flirted with the idea of acting in kind. In early December 1935 Baron Dan
In�o, the director of Japan’s newly formed Kokusai Bunka Shink�okai (Society for International
Cultural Relations), who was visiting Britain, talked to Charles Bridge of the British Council about
the possibility of holding an exhibition of Japanese art in London and, subsequently, the
embassy consulted with the RA.79 Given the troubled state of Anglo-Japanese relations, the
embassy sought to entice the British establishment into making the first public gesture. Its idea
centred on the Japan Society of London organizing an exhibition of European and Oriental fans
in Tokyo and Osaka that could be presented as a measure of gratitude for Japan’s cooperation
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over the Chinese show.80 The Japan Society was prepared to cooperate, but the Foreign Office
and British Council, with limited funds at their disposal, showed little enthusiasm with the result
that the idea was soon abandoned.81 Instead, the Kokusai Bunka Shink�okai turned to more prof-
itable exercises, namely the organization of a small exhibition at the Museum of Fine Arts in
Boston, Massachusetts in 1936, and then, tellingly, a more substantial show of Japanese art in
Berlin in March 1939; London would have to wait until 1981 for its first ‘blockbuster’ exhibition
of Japanese art from the Edo period.82

The political nature of these activities is further underlined by contemporary developments in
the United States. In contrast to the Foreign Office, the U.S. State Department, for fear of offend-
ing Japan, failed to support an initiative by the Metropolitan Museum in New York in 1935 to
put on its own exhibition of the Imperial Palace treasures after the end of the Royal Academy
show.83 Indeed, its prevarication sheds an interesting light on the idea that Britain was involved
in appeasing Japan while the United States looked on askance.

With the exhibition having been such a notable success and considering that the British pub-
lic had earlier shown little active sympathy for China’s plight during the Manchurian crisis it is
natural to ask whether this event had a longer-term effect and influenced the British attitude
towards the Sino-Japanese War that broke out in July 1937.

Several recent works have discussed the interest that the British public took in supporting
China in its struggle against Japan in the early years of that conflict.84 The focus of this research
has primarily been on the left-wing China Campaign Committee (CCC), whose activities were
akin to the socialist support for the Republicans in the Spanish Civil War. However, in his study
of these two movements, Tom Buchanan has noted that China only fleetingly, in the autumn/
winter of 1937-8, became as important a radical cause as Spain. He acknowledges, though, that
this difference was mitigated by the fact that sympathy for the Chinese extended beyond the
left to the liberal middle class in Britain.85 Indeed, the largest provider of relief aid to China was
a new Lord Mayor’s fund which was established in October 1937.86

A variety of factors explain China’s new-found appeal, including the continuing importance of
its market for British trade and a growing revulsion with Japan’s military and commercial practi-
ces. But the recent revival of interest in China’s civilization was also important. The exhibition
was not the only stimulus for this support. One can also note the significance of the publication
in 1936 of the books My Country and My People by Lin Yutang and The Chinese Eye by Chiang
Yee, as well as the release at the start of 1937 of the film of Pearl Buck’s The Good Earth.87

However, it is clear that the exhibition played its part. This is evident from the fact that in the
first few months of the war, both China’s supporters within Britain and the Chinese embassy
consciously drew on memory of the exhibition in order to mobilize support and encourage the
raising of funds.

The most obvious manifestation of this effort came in January 1938 when a small exhibition
of Chinese artworks including paintings, ceramics and bronzes was held at the Royal Institute of
British Architects gallery in London. This event, which could not but help rekindle memories of
its forerunner, was organized by the CCC to raise money for medical relief in China and, as The
Times noted, ‘to demonstrate the rare and distinguished character of Chinese culture’.88

In the brochure that accompanied the exhibition Binyon wrote a preface in which he avoided
explicitly political matters but still paid generous tribute to Chinese ‘cultivation and refinement
of the senses’.89 The political nature of the exhibition was, though, immediately apparent from
the fact that the Chinese ambassador was invited to its opening. Naturally in his speech Quo
used the occasion to emphasize the Japanese threat to ‘China’s great traditions’ and reiterated
the link between the treasures on display and his people’s abiding love of peace.90 The political
undercurrent was also apparent in how the press reported on the exhibition. The Manchester
Guardian’s London correspondent, for example, wrote that ‘This exhibition should make us think
of our debt to that cultured nation which is now being so tortured’, while the New Statesman
and Nation noted that the works on display were ‘an impressive reminder of the inherited
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culture which Japanese militarism is endeavouring to destroy’.91 Meanwhile, the art correspond-
ent of the Daily Mail made the telling point that, due to Japan’s aggression, no-one in Britain
knew the present location of the art that had ‘dazzled London … two winters ago’.92

The exhibition duly proved to be a propaganda coup. Demand meant that it was extended
for one week and in the end it attracted 8,000 visitors and raised a sum of £1,000.93 Nor was it
the only exhibition that took place. As early as November 1937 the Joint China Campaign, a
group that collaborated with the representatives of ‘Young China’ in Britain, organized a public
showing in London of Chinese woodcuts as a means of raising money and sympathy.94

Furthermore, a small show was held in Manchester in May 1938 with the express purpose of
showing to the British public ‘the contributions that China had made to civilization
and culture’.95

Aside from these events, memories of the exhibition were also invoked in other ways. In April
and June 1938 the Manchester Guardian provided updates on the fate of the palace collection of
Chinese art, noting that it had been moved from Nanjing to Hankow in December 1937 only just
before the capital fell to Japanese troops.96 In addition, the exhibition was frequently mentioned
in a China supplement published by the Conservative-supporting Daily Telegraph and Morning
Post on 27 June 1938. In his contribution to this publication Guo observed that during his six
years in Britain he had witnessed a change ‘from emphasis upon quaintness and remoteness to
recognition of natural affinities and easy contacts between the two peoples’ and cited ‘the spon-
taneous and universal appreciation’ of the exhibition as evidence for this shift.97 Similarly, in his
contribution the Conservative MP Adrian Moreing, who was close to the China Association,
lauded the ‘cultural amity’ symbolized by the exhibition, while pointedly observing that ‘the
ancient civilization of China, which has given the world such treasures of art, philosophy and
wisdom, is being attacked’.98

More broadly, but still drawing on the broad legacy of the exhibition, one can note the way
in which China and its British supporters were quick to propagate the idea that the Chinese
were the civilized party in the war in contrast to the ‘barbaric’ Japanese. In early October 1937
Guo sent a message to a CCC meeting in which he asserted that China stood for the principles
of ‘justice and international morality, nay, civilisation itself’, while two Chinese participants at a
Labour Party demonstration in Trafalgar Square carried a banner with the words ‘Four thousand
years of culture imperilled by Japanese barbarism’.99 This approach was also evident in an essay
in the Daily Telegraph supplement by H.H. Kung, the Minister of Finance, which asserted that
China was fighting in part to ‘preserve the great heritage that has been built up through the
centuries’.100 Furthermore, it underpinned the call for support that appeared in a series of
articles written by Madame Chiang Kai-shek that were published in the Spectator in
June 1938.101

British voices reciprocated the sentiment. In October 1937 the Labour leader peer in the
House of Lords, Lord Snell, called for support for China on the basis that its civilizational achieve-
ments ‘make her one of the mother sources of all that we cherish’, while dismissing Japan as
having made ‘no equal cultural achievement nor any great moral example’.102 Similarly, an edi-
torial in The Times called on its readers to give generously to the Lord Mayor’s fund ‘to alleviate
the distress of an ancient and courageous, and peace-loving civilization’.103 A further reflection
of this approach came in early 1938 with the publication of an edited book titled China, Body
and Soul, which contained a series of essays by British intellectuals on various aspects of Chinese
life, including chapters by Binyon on painting, Innes Jackson on poetry and Arthur Waley on
philosophy.104 In his introduction to the volume, the internationalist and academic Gilbert
Murray, lauded the ‘priceless philosophic and aesthetic riches of the Chinese tradition’, and
hoped that China could yet add ‘to the intellectual and artistic riches of the world’, while observ-
ing that the Japanese were ‘a people fallen back into barbarism’.105

The need to defend China’s civilization thus became one of the rallying cries behind public
support for the Chinese war effort. Such, indeed, was the emphasis on the threat to China’s
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culture that the Japanese ambassador in London, Yoshida Shigeru, felt it necessary in a June
1938 meeting with representatives from the CCC to disavow the idea that Japan hated ‘China or
the Chinese people’ and stated that his country had ‘great respect for Chinese civilisation’.106

These words, though, did little to stem the tide of public support which continued into the fol-
lowing years. By the summer of 1939 the Lord Mayor’s fund had collected £193,000 and contin-
ued to grow steadily into 1940 despite the opening of the conflict in Europe.107 Thus, in
contrast, to the Manchurian crisis earlier in the decade, the late 1930s saw a groundswell of pro-
Chinese sentiment in Britain and it is apparent that this was stoked in part by a sense of cultural
identification with China that had hitherto been an almost entirely absent. The British govern-
ment’s haphazard and largely reactive cultural diplomacy had given birth to an unex-
pected progeny.

The Chinese art exhibition of 1935–6 is therefore an important episode to study from a polit-
ical point of view. It was an event that from the first was moulded by political considerations. Its
organizers deliberately sold it to the Chinese government as an exercise in propaganda and
Nanjing quickly recognized its potential. The response in Whitehall, which was only just coming
to terms with the concept of cultural diplomacy, was initially more tentative. However, once
Nanjing was on board the Foreign Office recognized that it could not afford to remain aloof lest
it offend the Chinese and further damage the morale of the British merchants in China. Thus,
while Scaglia may be right in suggesting that the exhibition became a manifestation of inter-
nationalism, it is important to understand that this was a by-product rather than a stated inten-
tion; for both the Chinese and British governments, their respective national interests came first.

In regard to the exhibition’s impact, it marked a transformative moment for the British public.
Prior to the exhibition, sympathy for China was restricted in scope, even though in the early
1930s the latter was on the receiving end of both Japanese aggression and natural disaster. The
exhibition helped to change perceptions of China away from the decadence and opium fumes
of the past. It brought China’s civilizational accomplishments and its right to be respected before
the British people in a way that had never been experienced before. Moreover, the Chinese gov-
ernment’s involvement as an equal partner in its organization meant that the new positive
image that emerged was not just about the past but also the present – it showed that China
was a timeless civilization that was adapting to modernity.

This new sense of identification with China, and the rapidity with which the exhibition was
followed by the start of the war in East Asia, meant that the British public was better placed in
1937 than hitherto to see it as a victim of Japanese aggression rather than the creator of its own
misfortune. In other words, to know that a vogue for Chinese culture existed in the year before
the outbreak of the Sino-Japanese War centred upon this ‘blockbuster’ exhibition at the Royal
Academy provides an important context that helps to explain the nature of British support for
China in that conflict. It demonstrates that the wave of concern about the new conflict in 1937-8
was not merely a matter of progressive opposition to ‘global fascism’ in the shape of Japan, but
also the result of a novel form of positive sympathy for China that had broad roots in Britain
beyond the left. The significance of this development is evident from the way in which both the
Chinese themselves and their supporters within Britain actively played the civilizational card to
advertise their cause. China, with its wealth of artistic riches, was in danger and it therefore
behoved Britons to do what they could to help.

It is also, though, interesting to reflect on the impact of the exhibition in terms of a longer
time scale. Britain, after all, had been an important player in East Asia ever since the eighteenth
century and as a result had interacted with its countries at a variety of levels. Initially, the chief
focus of its cultural interest had been China, as reflected in the Chinoiserie movement which
coincided with Enlightenment figures using the Qing Empire as a tool to critique European abso-
lutism. That trend, though, had come to an end as Qing rule came to be seen as increasingly
moribund and probably irredeemable. As noted above, fashion then shifted to lauding Meiji
Japan, thus leading to the age of Japonisme in both the fine and applied arts, while in parallel in
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the political sphere British and Japanese interests came to coincide, as epitomized by the alliance
of 1902-23. At this point, Japan stood for civilization, while China was in eclipse. By the late
1930s, the pendulum had swung back. It was now China that stood as the beacon of civilized
humanity, while Japan was perceived as falling back into barbarity. And yet nothing had
changed in terms of the cultures that were being respectively praised or damned. In other
words, ‘beauty was in the eyes of the beholder’, but the latter’s perceptions were eminently mal-
leable, influenced by the shifting sands of public taste, the thrill of exoticism, and political sym-
pathy. The Chinese art exhibition of 1935–6 was thus significant as an event in itself, but it was
also more than that; it was a symbol of the tipping point at which British opinion forsook Japan
and took up China.
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