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Chao Shao-an (1905-1998), a master painter of the Lingnan School of Painting,

inherited the grand vision of promoting Chinese painting and developing art education

from his mentor, Gao Qifeng (1889-1933). Pursuing the goal of “modernising Chinese

painting” as advocated by the Lingnan School of Painting, he devoted himself to

maintaining the spirit of traditional Chinese painting while at the same time adopting

and adapting the best of both Eastern and Western art. Chao placed a special emphasis

on sketching from life, which enabled him to develop a highly personal artistic style.

Chao’s generous donation of his works to the Hong Kong Heritage Museum in 1995

led to the establishment of the Chao Shao-an Gallery. Following contributions from the

Chao family, support from his former students and active acquisition efforts over the



years, the museum now holds an extensive collection of over 3,800 items associated

with Chao, including paintings, calligraphy works, seals and archive documents, and is

today an important resource for the study of his art.

In addition to offering his masterpieces to museums as gifts for the benefit of society

and the world of art, Chao also nurtured the development of many disciples. In 2025,

marking the 120th anniversary of Chao’s birth, the Hong Kong Heritage Museum

presents the exhibition “Legacy of Lingnan School of Painting: In Commemoration of

the 120th Anniversary of the Birth of Chao Shao-an”, as a retrospective on Chao’s

artistic journey from multiple perspectives. The exhibition is organised along three

themes: “Friendships with His Peers in Art”, “Artistic Journey Modelling from Nature”

and “Footprints from a Life of Travel”. It showcases a carefully curated selection of

Chao’s works, including bird-and-flower paintings, insect and animal paintings and

landscape paintings, which together provide a comprehensive retrospective of his

artistic journey. They also highlight the significant contribution he made to Hong

Kong’s art scene, the Lingnan School of Painting and the evolution of Chinese painting

in the 20th century.

This exhibition would not have been possible without the assistance of the Chao family



and the generous support of the University Museum and Art Gallery of The University

of Hong Kong, the Art Museum of The Chinese University of Hong Kong, the Hong

Kong Museum of Art and numerous private collectors. Their kindness in loaning

valuable works of art from their collections has enabled this large number of Chao’s

masterpieces to be brought together for display at a single venue. We would also like

to extend our heartfelt gratitude to the Guangzhou Museum of Art and the Asian Art

Museum of San Francisco for providing images of Chao’s works from their collections

to further enhance the exhibition’s content. Finally, we would like to express our

sincerest thanks and appreciation to the Chao Family and Chao’s disciple Dr Ho Fung-

lin for her indispensable expert advice throughout the preparation of the exhibition.
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Chao Shao-an
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“Illusory as everything may be, only art reflects true essence. As time marches on, we

must always strive for personal excellence.”

The Lingnan School of Painting advocated reform in order to “modernise Chinese

painting”, and Chao Shao-an was profoundly influenced by the school’s ethos of



“synthesising the East with the West and blending the old with the new”. At the same

time, he dared to break away from the traditional boundaries of art, which led to the

birth of his unique style.

His bird-and-flower paintings have always been held in high regard, and he was also

accomplished at portraying animals, insects and plants as well as landscapes. His works

are characterised by simple but dynamic strokes and brilliant but elegant colours. Often

featured at exhibitions in China and abroad, his works have been instrumental in

promoting Chinese art internationally — from Southeast Asia to Europe and the United

States. Chao dedicated his entire career to art creation and education. He established

the Lingnan Art Studio in Guangzhou and Hong Kong, where he mentored numerous

young artists and cemented his status as a key reformer of Chinese art and proponent

of the Lingnan School of Painting.
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Friendships with his Peers in Art
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Throughout his life, Chao Shao-an cultivated many friendships across the art world. In

addition to his close connections with Gao Jianfu (1879-1951), Gao Qifeng, Chen

Shuren (1884-1948) and the “Seven Disciples of Tianfeng Lou”, he came into contact

with numerous 20th century masters, such as Qi Baishi (1864-1957), Xu Beihong



(1895-1953) and Zhang Dagian (1899-1983). Qi Baishi held Chao’s works in high

regard, and Xu Beihong extolled his bird-and-flower paintings as“the foremost in

modern China”.

Also among Chao’s friends in the art world were several masters from Guangdong and

Hong Kong, including Huang Junbi (1898-1991), Li Yanshan (1898-1961), Ding

Yanyong (1902-1978) and Yang Shanshen (1913-2004). From the 1940s to 1960s,

these artists frequently held joint exhibitions and formed painting societies, while Chao

and Yang Shanshen, both part of the “Four Great Disciples” of the second generation

of the Lingnan School of Painting, often discussed techniques with each other and

worked together on paintings. These exchanges exemplified the traditional literati spirit

of “connecting through art” with elegance and talent. Beyond the art world, Chao’s

extensive social network included close and lasting relationships with local Cantonese

opera celebrity Kwong Shan-siu (1909-1976) and renowned gin craftsman Choi Chang-

sau (1933-2025). These friendships reflect the deep ties he cultivated across a wide

variety of art circles and provide a more comprehensive context for understanding his

artistic development.
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Artistic Journey Modelling from Nature
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As a pioneer of the Lingnan School of Painting, Chao also carried forward the theories



of the first generation masters. He looked to re-establish the link between art and nature

in his works, asserting that “a painter should not merely rely on imagination within the

confines of a studio, but instead must examine real nature to gain insight before

undertaking a work™. To find inspiration for his works, Chao diligently explored natural

phenomena with the aim of achieving realism while maintaining his personal style, and

he conducted meticulous studies of natural objects to capture their subtle details.

The Lingnan region enjoys a temperate, spring-like climate where flowers bloom

throughout the year and offers artists a wealth of inspiration. In his book, A4 Study of

Chinese Paintings, Chao documented more than 60 distinct varieties of flowers,

including red kapok tree, bauhinia, plum blossom, narcissus and orchid. His flower

paintings are often adorned with birds or insects in vibrant and captivating compositions.

Chao was fond of painting cicadas, a subject that he pursued throughout his artistic

career. He used it as a self-referencing metaphor for a noble character, and he even

named his studio the Chanyan (“Charming Cicadas”) Studio. Chao also embraced the

Lingnan School of Painting’s tradition of painting birds and animals, portraying tigers,

insects and fish with great vividness and dynamism.
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Footprints from a Life of Travel
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As early as the 1920s, Chao Shao-an’s mentor Gao Qifeng encouraged him to take part



in overseas exhibitions. Chao won an award at the international exposition in Belgium

in 1930 for his work White Peacock. He subsequently exhibited in Moscow, Paris and

Berlin, and this early success ignited Chao’s aspiration to present his works on the

global stage.

The outbreak of the Second Sino-Japanese War impelled Chao to flee to southwestern

China. Passing through Guilin, he was deeply moved by the grandeur of the landscape,

which inspired him to create a series of masterpieces capturing the beauty of Guilin’s

scenery. This experience also exerted a significant influence on his landscape painting

style.

Chao returned to Guangzhou when the war was over before moving to Hong Kong

shortly afterwards in 1948. Chao publicly announced in an exhibition his intention to

travel to the United States and Europe to exhibit his works. Although the turbulent

political situation at the time thwarted these grand tour plans, Chao turned his ambition

into reality over the next decade, travelling extensively to Japan, the Philippines,

Singapore, Malaya (present-day Malaysia), the United Kingdom, Switzerland, France,

Italy, the United States and several other destinations. In doing so, he promoted the

Lingnan School of Painting internationally and broadened its influence worldwide.
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The exhibition is also one of the activities in the Chinese Culture Promotion Series. The

LCSD has all along promoted Chinese history and culture through organising an array

of programmes and activities to enable the public to learn more about broad and

profound  Chinese  culture. For more  information, please  visit

www.lcsd.gov.hk/en/ccpo/index.html.



