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When China was Cathay:
Changes and Exchanges in Yuan art, 1260-1368

Prof. Shane McCausland

SOAS, University of London

A decade ago, new scholarship on the arts of the Mongol period in China rekindled interest in
intercultural exchange in Yuan (1271-1368) visual culture: a feature issue of the journal RES
on 'Intercultural China' (1999) was followed by a ground-breaking exhibition at the National
Palace Museum in 2001 about China's pluralist culture during the Mongol century. More
recently, a feature issue of the journal Ars Orientalis (37, 2008) was devoted to ‘current
directions in Yuan painting' and another major exhibition, The World of Khubilai Khan:
Chinese Art in the Yuan Dynasty, was mounted at the Metropolitan Museum in New York.
Both of these latter projects represented an inward intellectual turn: many of the essays about
‘current directions' read like obituaries of the Yuan literati painting movement, while with the
Metropolitan show saw the return of the sinicization narrative.

Such is a crude sketch of the research context of my project, a monographic general study of
Yuan culture. As the title suggests, my approach is tied to the currently expanding interest in
the Mongol empire as an historical unit. Thus, my aim is to conceptualise Yuan art and
culture primarily as part of a Mongol-Yuan polity rather than as an atypical phase within an
autochthonous dynastic continuum in China. Provocatively, | set out re-imagine Yuan China
as the place known to medieval travellers by names like Cathay (Khitai = north China) and
Manggi (Manzi = south China). Drawing from visual culture, this study examines culture
through a wide variety of artistic media, from elite scrolls to illustrated books to decorative
hangings to applied arts of all kinds (ceramics, jades, metalwork) to tomb murals and
archaeologically recovered artefacts. But it is also art historical, in holding that the primary
evidence is visual.

This lecture will present work in progress. Broadly, it will explore formal changes and
exchanges in art - across the conventional hierarchies of genres and media, and social and
ethnic divisions - and go on to consider the character and function of such visual translations
in a distinctively Yuan culture.
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