
Research in Arts Education (2018), 36, 1-43.
DOI:10.6622/RAE.201812_36.0001

Paper accepted September 25, 2018　41

Free Drawing: Debates over the 1923 New Regulations of  
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Summary

Art education in general education is central to the artistic ability of all. It constitutes a 

powerful tool for a nation to cultivate cultural values. Chinese art education in modern sense 

began with Drawing and Handcraft in “Qingding Xuetang Zhangcheng” (“Imperial Sanctioned 

Regulations for Schools”), and “Zouding Xuetang Zhangceng” (“Approved Memorials regarding 

Regulations for Schools”) promulgated respectively in 1902 and 1904.

The revised Regulations for Elementary Schools in 1923 had Drawing renamed to Figural Art, 

Handcraft to Industrial Arts. The renaming indicated no doubt a change in the conception of art 

education. From early March to late April 1923, there appeared more than 20 articles debating on 

the new art education curriculum on Shanghai The China Times with extraordinary intensity. Two 

camps emerged in these debates: art educators and artists. The focus of debates was on elementary 

school drawing curriculum. It is worth noting that a significant consensus was achieved on the 

adoption of Free Drawing from Yamamoto Kanae.

To understand the precise meaning of Free Drawing in China, we must conduct a closer 

inspection of similar terms used in the domain of art education. In 1915, in an article treating 

the question of elementary school drawing and handcraft, the author, school teacher himself, 

distinguished three kinds of drawing: free hand drawing, instrument drawing, and pattern drawing. 

Four teaching methods were applied on picture making: copy, drawing after life, design (meaning 

invention), and drawing on memory. The last one is the most problematic, for there is no way to 

verify what is represented in memory. In another article discussing drawing on memory in 1918, 

the author mentioned a recurrent confusion between memory and imagination among educators, 
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recommended however not to hamper too much children’s free expression. In another article of 

1920 reporting Japanese new Drawing and Handcraft teaching methods, the author presented the 

aforementioned four teaching methods, but with significant modifications: for young children, 

they are allowed a certain degree of free expression for the sake of “psychological necessity” 

when they copy, draw after life, or draw on memory. Even though the term “Free Drawing” 

doesn’t really appear in this text, it is, however, new wine in old bottles. 

During the first years of 1920s, Chinese art educators adopted openly the term “Free Drawing” 

coined by Yamamoto Kanae, to the extent that Free Drawing constituted an incontrovertible point 

in all elementary school drawing curricula. An author in 1923, citing Kanae, enumerated the 

worth of Free Drawing. Firstly, it responds to children’s psychological states, at the same time 

is the true attitude adopted by artists in creative moments; secondly, it meets the purpose of 

drawing education; thirdly, it enhances creative ability; fourthly, the learner progresses rapidly; 

fifthly, it urges children to realize the relationship between themselves, nature, and life. It is worth 

noting that from this point of view, Free Drawing was much more than simply a drawing teaching 

method for children as it embodied the potential of something echoing a highly idealized ethical 

standard of art creation.

Beyond the circle of art educators, the public learned this term from newspaper and pictorial 

illustrations, often referred to Free Drawing of Kanae. The first examples were dated 1922. Due 

to specularization of mass media, these so-called free drawings tended to be works of precocious 

children, manifesting talent equal to adult artists, and had nothing to do with Kanae’s idea. 

However, contact zones existed between art educators and artists, the most notable was that 

of achievement shows held periodically in school, in which Drawing and Handcraft played a 

focal role. The jury of these shows included members recruited from teaching staff of normal 

schools and renown artists from local areas. Sometimes, the latter even considered themselves 

more qualified than the former in the matter of art. In 1918, a jury member remarked that many 

drawings visibly produced by copying were instead labeled “drawing after life” or “design.” It is 

evident that the term “copying” bore at this moment a negative connotation, so negative that some 

art educators tried to get rid of it at all costs. The reason can be found in the institutionalization 

of art schools.

In 1922, when Liu Haisu, principle of Shanghai Art School, was invited to preside over the 

jury of an achievement show, he divided children’s works in two groups: the first, original and 

suitable, including free drawings and drawings after life; the second, inappropriate even harmful, 
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counting only copies. In fact, as the first art school established in 1913 delivering courses on 

painting of western style in China, Shanghai Art School strove continually to distance itself from 

competitors, mainly commercial artists. It did so by emulating European, or more specifically, 

Japanese academies of art. The school relied heavily on drawing after life to claim authority over 

its rivals, denigrating the latter their practice of servile copy. And because of the quasi inexistence 

of art market for painting of western style in China, it was even more important for the art school 

to prevail in symbolic arena, hence the promotion of free drawing for elementary school. It turns 

out that for art educators, copying or free drawing could be simply a question of choice among 

drawing teaching methods, but for academic art school, it put at stake the school’s survival. In 

the first years of 1920s when rivals of Shanghai Art School caught up in drawing after life, Liu 

Haisu turned eyes on French post-impressionism, expressionism, and primitivism. Frankness and 

expressiveness of these styles offered another instance to praise the untamed value of children’s 

free drawing.

To every age its art, to every art its freedom, but also to every country its art education. The 

purpose of this article is to explore the historicity of issues involved in the debates over the 

1923 new Regulations of Art Education. My argument is that the seemingly simple question 

of elementary school art education was predictably linked to the definition of art in Chinese art 

world.
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