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The Features of Art Historical Scholarship in International Sinology during the
First Half of the 20th Century

LIU Ting

Abstract: The study of art history within international Sinology is a highly significant topic
for exploration. In the first half of the 20th century, under unique historical conditions and
social circumstances, Western scholars of varied backgrounds who conducted research in China
demonstrated art historical features of academic inspiration in their Sinological studies. They
not only disseminated the history of Eastern art but also articulated Western perspectives on
Eastern culture and art. Their works often revealed a Eurocentric discourse of the “Other” or a
colonialist cultural stance. While there were historical commonalities in the understanding of
Chinese art history among different scholars, individual differences also existed.

The commonalities lie in the fact that foreign scholars, drawing on their firsthand fieldwork

experiences in China, produced writings marked by distinct disciplinary approaches to art
history; “style” emerged as a shared core concept in their studies of Chinese art history. Western
scholars, in delineating the linear development of Chinese art history, generally regarded Tang
Dynasty art as the pinnacle of ancient artistic achievement, unanimously affirming its value.
The differences, however, are evident in the following ways: Scholars such as Ernst
Boerschmann and Osvald Sirén acknowledged China’s historical acceptance of foreign cultures
while affirming the persistence of indigenous styles. In contrast, scholars like Victor Segalen
rejected the localization of foreign influences in Chinese art history. Meanwhile, figures such
as Albert von Le Coq recognized China’s openness to foreign cultures but dismissed the
significance of their subsequent sinicization.

By comparing the art historical studies of different Sinologists, and through a historical,
critical, and comparative lens, this examination of the characteristics of art historiography
in international Sinology during this period contributes to a cross-cultural reflection on the
direction and methodologies of contemporary Chinese art history research.

Keywords: international Sinology; features of art historical scholarship; cognitive
commonality; cognitive differences; other’s discourse; foreign investigator; the first half of the

20th century
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