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(From right to left) Peter Townsend, General Zhu De and Victor Hicks,
a trade unionist and technician from Indusco in New York.

Peter Townsend was thrown into the turmoil of war-torn China in
1941 and developed a lifelong love for the people and the country.
After leaving Oxford University, he arrived in China as a member of
the Friend’s Ambulance Unit. He remained in China for ten years
as international secretary for the Chinese Industrial Cooperatives,
based successively in Chengdu, Chongging, Shanghai and Beijing and
travelled extensively throughout China.

The turbulent and cataclysmic 1940’s in China proved also to be an
extremely important period in Chinese art history. Many of the most
prominent artists, who were studying at art schools overseas, chose
to return to China to support the war effort. They brought back with
them new knowledge, techniques, reputations and awareness of art
movements in the West, thereby combining western modernism and
Chinese techniques. Art schools in Occupied China emptied as the
teachers and students moved to Free China. This westward exodus
gave birth to another important feature of these years, the discovery of
the peoples and landscape of remote western China.

As Michael Sullivan writes in Art & Artists of 20th Century China :

"Artists and writers fell under the spell of the wild beauty and great
distances of the Tibetan table, the land and tribes....... as painters
discovered a new world in the remote Western provinces (Central Asia
and Tibet) they responded with sincerity to their wartime experiences
and in so doing, created new styles in which Western realism was at
last successfully absorbed.”

Peter Townsend worked as international secretary for the Chinese
Industrial Co-operatives (Indusco, commonly known as Gung Ho/
Work Together) founded in 1938 by Edgar and Helen Snow (Red Star
Over China) and New Zealander, Rewi Alley, to create employment
for refugees and workers. They established small-scale industrial
co-operatives, manufacturing goods to support the war of resistance
against the Japanese. By 1941, CIC had established 3,000 cooperatives,
with many international supporters including Eleanor Roosevelt and
Samuel Goldwyn, together with Mao Zedong and Zhou Enlai within
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China. The international committee was chaired by Mme Sun Yat Sen
and it was through her that Townsend established a friendship with
Zhou Enlai.

Through CIC, Townsend became friendly with many prominent Chinese
and foreigners including General Zhu De, Guo Moruo, Madame Sun
Yat Sen, Zhou Enlai, Wu Zuoren, Xiao Qian, Sir William Empson, Bishop
Hall of Hong Kong, Joseph Needham, Michael Sullivan, Owen Lattimore,
Israel Epstein, and Henri Cartier-Bresson. Zhou Enlai arranged for him
to travel to Yan'an in 1946 to meet Mao.

It was Zhou Enlai who presented Townsend with his first revolutionary
woodcut and encouraged him to form a collection. From these
beginnings, Townsend assembled a remarkable and rare collection of
almost 300 woodcut prints from the 1940’s. In 1987, he gave most
of this collection to the Australian National Gallery where it has been
widely exhibited and studied. Influenced by Soviet graphics and the
work of Kathe Kollwitz, the renaissance of Chinese woodblock printing
in the 1930's and 1940's was an important and integral part of the
resistance movement, alongside cartoons.

One of the most important and significant of the many journeys that
Townsend undertook during his time in China, was to join part of a trip
in 1943 to Dunhuang. The eminent British scientist, Professor Joseph
Needham, established the Sino-British Science Cooperation office in
Chongging in 1942. From this base, he made several trips into war-
torn China, visiting scientific and education establishments and helping
them obtain much-needed supplies. The longest trip he undertook was
from Chongging to Dunhuang in 1943, to the end of the Great Wall
and the Caves of the Thousand Buddhas, accompanied by Wu Zuoren,
Rewi Alley and others.

The Mogao Caves, the most important Buddhist site on the Silk Road
and the greatest depositary of Buddhist art in the world, was silted
up and in danger or erosion and continued looting. In 1943, a group
of famous artists were meticulously recording, documenting and
conserving the works of art with the caves, working under hazardous
and extreme conditions. Their role served to highlight the importance
of the site and the necessity for preservation and brought it to a
wider international audience. The stay in Dunhuang in 1943 made
an understandably lasting and significant impression on the people
involved. Peter Townsend was among those who lobbied for support
from the British Council and, in 1944, the Dunhuang Research Institute
was formed. Shortly afterwards, in the aftermath of World War 2,
Joseph Needham became one of the founders of UNESCO. Dunhuang
is now a UNESCO world heritage site.

Townsend formed a particular friendship with Wu Zuoren, already an
accomplished artist and this trip was to prove a significant turning point
in his artistic development. The two met on several later occasions
in Chengdu during the 1940's and it was on one of these visits
that Wu Zuoren gave Townsend a remarkable series of drawings by
Chang Shuhong of people from remote Dunhuang in memory of the
extraordinary journey they shared in 1943.

Townsend returned to England in 1951 and published a first-hand
account of the Revolution (China Phoenix). He became editor of Studio
International which rapidly became the most important art magazine
in Europe. He went on to found and edit Art Monthly in the UK and
later, Art Monthly Australia. He remained editor of both magazines until
1992 and editor of Art Monthly Australia until 1996. Both magazines
continue as preeminent in their fields.
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Photo of the Chinese Industrial Co-operatives, circa 1940.

Photo from the Dunhuang trip in October 1943
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