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The Chinese Independent Art Association and the
Early Translation of “Surrealism” in China

Qing Chen

The Chinese Independent Art Association not only became an important avant-garde art
association during the Republican period after 1912, but it was also the first group to
carry out the full-scale translation and introduction of “surrealism” in and to China. In
order to “translate” this foreign art form for the Chinese, scholars needed to include
the new (Western) discussions of “realism” in order better to explain “surrealism”.
Translating the avant-garde art concept of “surrealism” thus first meant translating
the concept of “realism”. This led, however, to a semantically ambiguous and vague
conception of “Chinese Surrealism”, thus hindering a deeper communication and
interaction with the local art context at that time. Consequently, it became the

underlying reason for the dissolution of the Chinese Independent Art Association.
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Par contre, I’attitude réaliste, inspirée du positivisme, de saint Thomas
a Anatole France, m’a bien 1’air hostile a tout essor intellectuel et
moral. Je I’ai en horreur, car elle est faite de médiocrité, de haine et de
plate suffisance. C’est elle qui engendre aujourd’hui ces livres ridicules,
ces pieces insultantes. Elle se fortifie sans cesse dans les journaux et
fait échec a la science, a ’art, en s’appliquant a flatter ’opinion dans
ses gouts les plus bas; la clarté confinant a la sottise, la vie des chiens.
L’activité des meilleurs esprits s’en ressent; la loi du moindre effort finit

par s’imposer a eux comme aux autres. (Breton, 1924, p. 2)
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