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Born in China, Made in Taiwan:

Shaping Sanyu in Postwar Taiwan

Tang, Ning*

Abstract

Born in China and expatriating in Paris, painter Sanyu (Chang Yu) never set foot
in Taiwan, yet today he is revered throughout Taiwan and broader Chinese communities
worldwide. The stark gap between these two facts calls for an explanation, resulting in
this investigation of the reception of Sanyu's art that reveals agency within art world in
postwar Taiwan.

The paper's argument derives from three interrelated perspectives. First, Sanyu's
personal image was overturned from a loser to a genius youth whose deserving talent
was largely neglected. Second, the aesthetic understanding of Sanyu's paintings shifted.
Having been framed in terms of Western modern art history, his work is now seen
through the lens of modern Chinese art, breaking the restrictions imposed by Chinese
national-style painting guohua. Lastly, via the emerging global art market, Sanyu's works
were shipped from Paris to Taipei en masse, turning the island into the place with the
most comprehensive collection of his work in the world.

Based on these three observations, this paper argues that the changing reception
of Sanyu reflects two sides of 20™-century Taiwanese art history: On the one hand, the
emergence of a nation-state consciousness affected art collection and historiography
considerably. On the other hand, an unprecedentedly rapid flow of artists, artworks, and
information across borders weakened the potency of art histories constructed around
the national-style painting. The tension between these two forces continues until now,

simultaneously challenging and stimulating the writing of 20™-century art history.
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