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1900  Aged one
Born on 22 November (the first of the tenth lunar month) in Gegongling Village, Baigong 

Town, Xiyangbao, Meixian, Guangdong Province.  Named in childhood as Shaoqin, then 

Shaojiong and finally Shaoqun when his father remarried.  Given the name of Fengming 

when started schooling at a foundation hall.  Called himself by various names including 

Fengmian, which was finally adopted between late 1923 and early 1924, and two variants 

of Fengming (one of which being signed on a book bought in Berlin in 1923) after he 

had arrived in France under the Work-Study Programme.  The pseudonym Lin Jiong 

was used when settled in Hong Kong in his late years.  As for Romanization, there have 

been Lin Fon Ming, Lin Feng Mien (as per passport he held when he left Shanghai) and 

Lin Feng Mian.  Originated from China Proper, Lin’s ancestors migrated to Fujian and 

subsequently Meixian, Guangdong, in the fifteenth century.  His grandfather Lin Weiren 

was a stonemason, lived on carving gravestone.  Besides a painter by calling, father Lin 

Yunong (or Bai’en) wrote calligraphy onto gravestone in the Song style as a family trade 

and ran a small business.  Mother Que Yadai was from the mountains and gave birth to a 

boy and a girl.

1904  Aged 5
Started schooling at a foundation hall (or private school) and was named Fengming.  

Learned Chinese painting from his father, modeling on The Mustard Seed Garden Manual 

of Painting.

1906  Aged 7
Separated from his mother for good when she was sold.

1907  Aged 8
Entered the junior primary Liben School.  Painted the hanging scroll Pine and Crane and 

amazed the whole village.

Lin Fengmian’s Biography



189

1908  Aged 9
Won a lottery ticket bought with pocket money that his grandfather gave him.  Part of the 

prize money of 1000 silver dollars made it possible for Lin to go to France under the Work-

Study Programme.  Father remarried with a woman named Qiu and had three sons, of 

whom two survived.

1911  Aged 12
Proceeded to senior primary school. 

1914  Aged 15
Graduated from Senior Primary Three, admitted as an exception to the provincial Meizhou 

Middle School and studied under the art teacher Liang Bocong.  

1918  Aged 19
Graduated from the provincial Meizhou Middle School.

1919  Aged 20
Raised funds for going to Shanghai to join the Study-Work Programme.  Departed together 

with Lin Wenzheng, Li Jinfa and others for France on a fourth class berth on board the 

French liner Andre le Bon under the ninth Study-Work Programme. 

 

1920  Aged 21
Arrived in Marseille, France, on 28 January.  Admitted to College de Saint-Germain-en-Laye, 

College Canot Fontainebleau and then the municipal secondary school in Brouvelieures 

to learn French and sketching while working part-time painting signboards.  Admitted to 

L’Ecole Nationale des Beaux-Arts de Dijon at the end of the year.

1921  Aged 22
Studied at L’Ecole Nationale des Beaux-Arts de Dijon, sponsored in part by a clansman 

named Lin in Maruitius and the Sino-French Educational Institute.  Recognized by the 

Director Yencesse (1869-1947), a relief sculptor, who purchased from him a pastel landscape 

and referred him to L’Ecole Nationale Supérieure des Beaux-Arts de Paris for training in oil 

painting from F.A.P. Cormon (1845-1924).  Welcomed in September into Cormon’s studio, 

the most important of its kind at the time where notable painters including Toulouse-

Lautrec, Bernard, Matisse, Picabia, Serusier, van Gogh had studied.

Lin Fengmian’s Biography
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1922  Aged 23
Continued to study at Cormon’s studio in L’Ecole Nationale Supérieure des Beaux-Arts. 

His oil painting Autumn was selected for Le Salon d’Automne.  Inconsolable when father 

and grandfather successively passed away because of poor health.

1923  Aged 24
Graduated from L’Ecole Nationale Supérieure des Beaux-Arts and furthered his studies 

in Berlin, Germany, for almost a year.  Produced the large pieces of Charms of Berlin and 

Groping.  

Fell in love at first sight with Elise von Roda, an Austrian German from a prestigious family 

and Chemistry graduate from Berlin University.  Marriage, however, was frowned upon 

and his Mauritian sponsor withheld his already meagre sponsorship.  

Married von Roda in Paris in winter and moved to Fontenay-aux-Rose.

1924  Aged 25
Initiated the founding of the Phoebus (later called Overseas Art Movements Society) with 

Lin Wenzheng and others.  Sat on the Preparatory Committee of Exposition Chinoise d’Art 

Ancien et Moderne (Exhibition of Traditional and Modern Chinese Art) to be held at Palais 

du Rhin in Strasbourg.  Participated in the exhibition with 42 oil paintings and ink paintings 

on 21 May.  Met Cai Yuanpei, the officiating guest who was impressed by Lin’s works.

Inconsolable when Elise von Roda died of puerperal fever two weeks after giving birth to a 

boy at a hospital in Paris only to be survived by the newborn by a couple of months.  Both 

were buried in Fontenay-aux-Rose.

Groping and Desire for Life selected for Le Salon d’Automne in October.

1925  Aged 26
Exhibited a dozen works or so and served as adjudicator of the China Section in the Paris 

Exposition Internationale des Arts Decoratifs et Industriels Modernes in April.

Married Alice Henriette Therese Vattant (1902-1982), a Sculpture graduate from L’Ecole 

Nationale des Beaux-Arts de Dijon on 18 April.  Moved poverty-stricken to the countryside 

of Dijon a few months later.  Cai Yuanpei and his wife went over for a three-day visit and 

insisted on leaving behind 3000 francs.

1926  Aged 27
Returned with wife to China in early January.  Realized upon arrival in Shanghai in mid-

February that he had been appointed Director and Professor of National Beijing Fine Art 
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School and a telegraph had been sent by the Chief of Education Yi Peiji to Paris following a 

voting by students on 27 January.  Arrived in Beijing from Tianjin on 28 February, reported 

to the School on 1 March and assumed office on 2 March.  Served also as Dean of Academic 

Affairs and Head of the Western Painting Department.  Taught final-year oil painting.  

Produced the oil painting People.  Became the editor of the weekly World Illustrated upon 

invitation by Lin Baishui and Cheng Shewo, editors-in-chief of World Daily.  

March.  Exhibited 100 works at his first solo exhibition after returning to China.

June.  Establishment of the Departments of Music and Drama officially approved and the 

School was renamed National Beijing College of Art.

October.  Published the article “The Future of Eastern and Western Art” in an attempt to 

find a viable approach for reviving Chinese art.  The article was among the first comparative 

studies of Chinese and Western art.

Offered Qi Baishi a teaching position despite objection.  Introduced a nude sketching 

course which attracted an anonymous complaint.

1927  Aged 28
May.  Initiated the 24-day Beijing Art Assembly to bring together various schools of 

Chinese and Western artists and their works as well as Chinese and Western music.  The 

Assembly shocked the Administration and Lin narrowly escaped execution by shooting 

brought on by a false accusation.  

Directors of the eight national institutes jointly acted as surety for the release of the arrested 

students of National Beijing College of Art.

Removed from office when the Chang Tso-lin Administration took over the School on 10 

August.  Daughter Dino born on 26 August.

Declined appointment with the Department of Fine Art, National Capital University, on 

2 September.  Sensing imminent danger, hastily left wife and daughter in Beijing for the 

South.

Students taught while in Beijing included Li Kuchan, Liu Kaiqu and Deng Jie.

Went to Nanjing to become Coordinator-in-chief of the Commission for Art Education.

Wrote “To the Art Community Nation-wide”.  Produced the oil painting Humanity.

December.  Under Cai Yuanpei’s support, the Proposal on National Art University drafted 

by Lin and others was approved and preparations were put under his charge. 

1928  Aged 29
January.  Participated in the First Exhibition of Art in Nanjing. 

February.  Went to Hangzhou for the founding of the proposed university.  Went to 

Shanghai to recruit students and to hold a solo exhibition. 
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March.  Appointed as the first President and Professor of The National Academy of Art 

under the China Republic University, which was later renamed Hangzhou National College 

of Art, or the predecessor of China Academy of Art.  

10 a.m., 9 April.  Cai Yuanpei delivered the speech “Schools for Academic Research” at the 

opening ceremony of the Academy and visited an exhibition by teaching staff with over 40 

guests including Wu Zhihui.  

18 August.  Initiated the founding of Art Movements Society.

Tried to locate his natural mother Que but with little success.

1929  Aged 30
April.  Exhibited and adjudicated at the First National Art Exhibition in Shanghai.  Oversaw 

preparations for the Art Pavilion of the West Lake Exposition in his capacity as Chairman.  

August.  Participated in the First Exhibition of the Art Movements Society held at the 

French-Belgian Club (i.e. the Shanghai Science Hall) in Shanghai with 19 works, including 

the oil paintings Suffering, Humanity and People as well as the ink paintings Water and 

Weariness.  

Sent people to his native town for the whereabouts of his mother Que but was told that 

she had long passed away. 

1930  Aged 31
The National Academy of Art renamed and restructured at the order of the Ministry of 

Education.  Set up with colleagues a senior secondary section, which was the first of its 

kind which could be articulated with the Academy under a six-year programme.  

Went to Japan with Pan Tianshou and others on a study tour of tertiary art education at the 

invitation of the Ministry of Education in summer.  Brought along works to be shown at an 

art gallery in Ueno, Tokyo.  Met with artists like Yokoyama Taikan and Ishii Hakutei. 

1933  Aged 34
Wrote the article “A Desirable Future for Chinese Painting”.

1934  Aged 35
Wrote the article “What Will Our Thoroughfare Be?”.

Produced the oil painting Sorrow.

1936  Aged 37
Published Discussions on Art.  Edited and published the book World Art 1935.
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1937  Aged 38
April.  Participated in the Second National Art Exhibition in Nanjing.  

7 July.  War of Resistance against Japan broke out.

13 August.  Sent for wife and daughter on a family visit in France in view of the critical 

situation.  Took steps to relocate the Academy.

5 November.  Japanese troops landed in Hangzhou Bay.  Deserted new home and fled 

inland under cover of night together with over 200 teachers and students, carrying with 

them boatloads of books and teaching materials.  His wife returned to Hangzhou to find 

their home ransacked and paintings destroyed by the Japanese.

1938  Aged 39
Led teachers and students to reach Yuanling early in the year from Changsha, Hunan, via 

Zhuji, Guixi and Tianshifu in Longhushan as instructed by the Ministry.  The Academy 

merged with the National Beiping College of Art to form the National College of Art.  

Served as Coordinator-in-chief but was forced to resign later on.  Left between April and 

May.

Returned to Shanghai and lived in hiding with wife and daughter in the French Concession.  

Left for Hong Kong alone to meet with Cai Yuanpei in winter.

Students from the Hangzhou period included Li Keran, Lei Guiyuan, Ai Qing, Li Qun, Cao 

Bai, Hu Yichuan, Luo Gongliu, Dong Xiwen, Li Lincan, Zhao Chunxiang, Zhang Quan, Zhu 

Dequn, Zao Wou-ki, Wu Guanzhong, Wang Zhaowen, Shen Fuwen, Wang Zhaomin and 

Zhang Xi’ai.

1939	 Aged 40
In financial dire straits and sneaked back to Shanghai after spending the Chinese New 

Year in Hong Kong.  Exhibited 100 works at the French Confederation in Shanghai in 

spring.  The works were sold to provide for his family before he fled the city in disguise 

and under a false name.  Arrived tortuously in Chongqing via Vietnam to take charge of 

propaganda art against Japanese occupation as the designer for the Political Department 

under Kuomintang’s Military Commission.  Lived in a hut adjacent to a warehouse in 

Dafoduan, Danzishi in the southern bank of Chongqing where he devoted himself to 

painting until the Resistance War was won.

1941  Aged 42
Joined the Propaganda Department of Kuomintang’s Military Commission. Lived a simple 

life and devoted in painting.
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1945  Aged 46
January.  Participated in the Joint Exhibition of Modern Painting in Chongqing.  Met with 

his friend Elisseeff, a French art historian, to discuss the exhibition of Chinese modern 

artists to be held the following year and was introduced to Zao Wou-ki in the summer. 

September.  Appointed as Professor of Western Painting at the National College of Art 

and headed the Lin Fengmian Studio.  Students included Su Tianchi, Tan Xuesheng, Xu 

Jianbai, Li Chengxian and Xi Dejin.

1946  Aged 47
May.  Flew from Chongqing to Shanghai to be reunited with his wife and daughter after 

years of separation.  Returned to Hangzhou to continue teaching at the National College 

of Art.

Works shown at Alliance Française in Shanghai.

1947  Aged 48
June.  Discussions on Art reprinted.  Dismissed by the National College of Art shortly 

before summer.

1948  Aged 49
Interviewed and photographed by the American magazine Life at his homestead in Mount 

Yuquan. 

August.  Impoverished by the drastic depreciation of gold dollar notes.

Reinstated as Professor at the National College of Art after summer.

1949  Aged 50
3 May.  The Chinese People’s Liberation Army entered Hangzhou.  4 May.  Big-character 

posters of false accusations against Lin were put up at the National College of Art.

Dismissed when Ni Yide and Liu Wei took over the National College of Art on behalf of the 

military.

Reinstated as Professor two months later and never again spoke to students about his past 

or his writings.  

1950  Aged 51
Taught cautiously and was sent to the countryside to paint the peasants.  Assigned with a 

second-year sketching class.  Criticized for mentioning the Italian Renaissance masters.  
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November.  The College was renamed East-China Campus of the Central Academy of 

Fine Arts.  Discriminated against when the original Hangzhou National College of Art was 

criticized.

1951  Aged 52
Implicated again when visitors to his studio whom he received out of hospitability without 

ever questioning their background were labeled as New Painting Clique.  Went on 

half-pay leave and moved over to Shanghai where his family lived on the pretext of poor 

health.  Life was difficult because of exorbitant rents.

Greatly interested in the correlation between time and space in Chinese opera, often 

went to performances of Peking Opera, Kun Opera and Yue Opera and produced a lot of 

drawings of opera and leather-silhouette play characters.  

1952  Aged 53
Resigned in the middle of the year, settled in Shanghai and preoccupied himself with 

painting.  Lived on teaching painting to a handful of foreign students and selling paintings 

at extremely low prices.  His wife offered services in binding old books to help support 

the family.  To make ends meet, made the difficult choice of selling his late wife von Roda’s 

valuable painting albums that had survived the Resistance War to the Lu Xun Fine Arts 

Institute and classical music albums to thrift shops.

1953  Aged 54
Attended the Second National Conference of Representatives of Literary and Art Workers.  

Greatly inspired by the scenery in Mount Tianping when in Suzhou.

1954  Aged 55
Made a Shanghai delegate to the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference 

(CPPCC) and received an allowance of RMB80 (increased to RMB100 a few years later 

until payment suspended in 1966).  Attended CPPCC meetings and received political and 

ideological education.  Submitted a painting to the Shanghai Artists’ Association every 

month.  Although this meant stable income again for Lin, the money amounted to just half 

of the rents payable and it vexed Lin to support a family of four single-handedly. 

1956  Aged 57
Wife, daughter and son-in-law obtained approval to migrate to Brazil.  Living alone, 

retained only the second floor of his lease until he left Shanghai in 1977.  Met the architect 
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Professor Feng Jizhong and his family and became the Godfather of Feng’s three-year-old 

daughter Feng Yeh whom he taught painting as his “very last young student”. 

1957  Aged 58
Sold his properties in Hangzhou and stopped teaching foreign students painting.

1958  Aged 59
Assigned to labour at a village for over a month.  Severely criticized for promoting 

bourgeois reactionary ideas of art through the book Impressionist Painting that he edited 

upon request.

1959  Aged 60
Went to fishing grounds in Zhoushan to sketch from life.

Went with the painter Li Yongsen and his wife as well as student Xi Suhua to Mount Huang 

for sightseeing during which he made quite some drawings.

1960  Aged 61
Elected Vice-Chairman of the Shanghai Artists’ Association.

1961  Aged 62
Sent to Mount Dongting, Suzhou, for sightseeing.  Showed four paintings at the Shanghai 

Exhibition of Birds-and-Flowers.  Mi Gu, a cartoonist, was later relentlessly attacked for 

his article “I Love Lin Fengmian’s Painting”.

1962  Aged 63
The Exhibition of Lin Fengmian’s Painting was presented by the Shanghai Branch of the 

Chinese Artists’ Association in Beijing and Shanghai.

The Exhibition of Lin Fengmian’s Painting was held in Hong Kong.

1963  Aged 64
Sent to Xin’anjiang and other places for sightseeing.

1964  Aged 65
The Exhibition of Lin Fengmian’s Painting was presented in Hong Kong by the International 

Department under the Literary Committee of Central Committee of the Chinese 

Communist Party.  Sent to Jingdezhen, Jiangxi, to paint ceramic plates to be presented as 
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state presents.  

Life eased immensely, thanks to the frequent diplomatic exchanges between China and 

other countries during the year such that many diplomats directly solicited paintings from 

Lin at his home in Nanchang Road.  

Painted quite a number of modernist paintings but was cautious not to show them to 

people.  

1965  Aged 66
Political tensions seemed to be mounting.  Went on a packaged tour with Feng Yeh and 

others to Mount Putuo in Zhejiang via Ningbo. 

1966  Aged 67
Political tensions began to be felt early in the year and allowance from the CPPCC was 

suspended.  The Cultural Revolution was officially launched on 16 May.  Campaigns to 

“smash the Four Olds” and “search houses for confiscation” were carried out everywhere.  

As the situation became more critical, Lin turned most of his works into pulp by soaking 

them in water and then thrown away in order not to leave behind any “evidences” that 

would incriminate anybody.  He also turned his house upside down rummaging for and 

destroying everything that could be regarded as belonging to the Four Olds.  In the evening 

of 2 September, his house was searched by a dozen people or so for almost 20 hours.  

When the search was done, a huge white banner written in black with “Down with the 

bourgeois reactionary scholar-tyrants” was stuck across his door.  All the paintings that 

remained were locked up in sealed boxes until his release at the end of 1972.  Bookshelves 

and big baskets of wooden Buddhist images, jugs and whatnots, or objects of the so-called 

Four Olds, were wrapped up in white sealing tapes.  His bank accounts were frozen and 

almost all his cash was confiscated.

1967  Aged 68
Criticized and denounced time and again.  Went repeatedly to the CPPCC and the cultural 

authorities for allowance payment but to no avail.

1968  Aged 69
Things went from bad to worse.  Subjected to forced labour, lecturing and beating almost 

every day.  When summer came, even required to report all visitors to the Rebels day after 

day.

26 August.  Arrested by the Shanghai Municipal Public Security Bureau and detained at 
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Detention Center No. 1.  Tortured into confessing and copying confessions of fabricated 

crimes like being the head of Japanese spies.  Often handcuffed behind his back.  The 

bondage was tightened arbitrarily without loosening for weeks such that his hands were 

covered in blood.  Except for monthly deliveries of basic everyday items by his student 

Xi Suhua, no visits were allowed right till his release.  Transferred to Detention Center 

No. 2 in the meantime.  Feng Jizhong, his bosom friend, ran the errands in place of his 

wife Xi Suhua when he was released after investigation in isolation.  Transferred back to 

Detention Center No. 1.

1972	 Aged 73
“Released for education” on 28 December.  Went straight to Feng Jizhong’s place without 

even changing when brought home.  The meeting was emotional.

1973  Aged 74
Placed under Shanghai Chinese Painting Institute with a monthly pay of RMB100.  Although 

frail, had to attend frequent political educational meetings and to tender paintings.  To 

avoid getting himself into trouble, destroyed works entitled Cat (Mao) that sounded like 

Chairman Mao’s name in Chinese.

1974  Aged 75
Again criticized and denounced as “Black Painters” when campaigns to “denounce black 

paintings” were launched.

1975  Aged 76
Things were as precarious as before but otherwise safe and sound.

1976  Aged 77
After Mao Zedong died on 9 September, the Gang of Four fell from power in October.  The 

Cultural Revolution seemed to have come to an end. 

1977  Aged 78
Asked Ye Jianying’s daughter who came to visit him with friends to pass on a letter to 

her father, a clansman but total stranger from Meixian.  Ye approved Lin’s application 

for visiting his family in Brazil and delegated the Shanghai authorities to issue him with 

a passport specifying that exit would not be allowed without a Brazilian visa which took 

months to obtain.
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All the formalities were completed in October.  Having entrusted his home in Nanchang 

Road to somebody else, flew to Guangzhou and arrived in Hong Kong via Shenzhen on 26 

October.  All that he was allowed to carry with him in return for placing all his works in 

the custody of Shanghai Chinese Painting Institute were dozens of paintings, US dollars 

that could hardly pay for a ticket to Brazil, a hundred blank sheets of rice paper and some 

sundry items.  Lived in the temporary warehouse above Chung Kiu Chinese Department 

Store in Nathan Road, Kowloon.  The department store staged a number of fairs featuring 

Lin’s works in the name of Chung Kiu Collection in subsequent years.

  

1978  Aged 79
Flew over to Brazil on 1 March.  Took over 30 hours to arrive in Rio de Janeiro on 2 March.  

Reunited emotionally with wife, daughter and son-in-law after separation for some two 

decades and saw his grandchild who was born in Brazil.  Returned to Hong Kong on 27 

April.  While in Brazil, wrote letters to the Shanghai municipal authorities for seeking 

permission for his goddaughter Feng Yeh to exit the country on the grounds of an upcoming 

exhibition in France.  Feng went to Hong Kong in autumn.

1979  Aged 80
Met with his student Xi Dejin in Hong Kong and visited his painting show.  The exhibition 

Painting of Lin Fengmian was presented by the Shanghai Branch of the Chinese Artists’ 

Association.  Selected as Exco-member of the Chinese Artists’ Association and Chairman 

of the Shanghai Branch of the Association.

Held the exhibition The Painting of Lin Fengmian at Cernuschi Musée, Paris, at the 

invitation of the French Foreign Ministry.  Flew over from Paris to Brazil to visit his family 

towards the end of the year.

1980  Aged 81
Returned to Hong Kong before the Chinese New Year.  Suffered from stomachache and 

gastrorrhagia before departure and did not fully recover until the end of the year. 

1981  Aged 82
Went with goddaughter Feng Yeh to Brazil to visit his family.

1982   Aged 83
Wife Alice Vattant passed away on 13 June.
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1983   Aged 84
Visited his family in Brazil in January.

1984  Aged 85
Went to Tokyo, Japan, for the opening of Feng Yeh’s painting exhibition.

1986  Aged 87
Held a painting exhibition in Toyko, Japan, at the invitation of the Seibu Group.

1987  Aged 88
Attended the opening of a retrospective exhibition of Wu Guanzhong at the Hong Kong 

Arts Centre.  

1988  Aged 89
Wrote the apothegm “yong bao qing chun (forever young)” to celebrate the 60th anniversary 

of the China Academy of Art (previously The National Academy of Art).  Went to Thailand 

and Korea for sightseeing. 

1989  Aged 90
Warmly received on arrival in Taipei on 3 October. 

On 5 October, the National Museum of History, Taipei presented a retrospective exhibition 

of Lin, featuring 90 of his works.  Paid a visit to General Chang Hsueh-liang while in 

Taiwan.
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Early November, the Art Committee of the Chinese Artists’ Association and the Fine Art 

Research Institute of the Chinese Arts Research Academy jointly organized the “Symposium 

of Lin Fengmian’s Art”.

Mid November, a painting exhibition of Lin was presented at the National Art Museum of 

China by the Museum, the Chinese Artists’ Association, the Shanghai Chinese Painting 

Institute and the Zhejiang Academy of Fine Arts.   

1990  Aged 91
Held a painting exhibition in Tokyo, Japan, at the invitation of the Seibu Group.

1991  Aged 92
Went to Taipei to receive the National Literary Award for Special Contribution in late 

March.

Passed away at the Hong Kong Adventist Hospital as a result of cardiomegalia triggered 

off by pneumonia complication after catching a cold.  Lin had had myocardial infarction 

when he was subjected to torture in jail during the Cultural Revolution. 

Lin worked untiringly day after day right up to the last few months of his life.


