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Front: Actors of a Beijing opera troupe perform.

Back: Drama students of the Lu Xun Academy of Arts (also known as 
Luyi) rehearse a play in a structure they built themselves. 

Credit: Yan’an Red Cloud Platform [延安红云平台]

The Chinese communist base area of Yan’an was a literal and meta-
phorical stage for envisioning, experimenting, and building a new 
society and a new human being. On this stage, peasants, workers, 
and soldiers became the actors pushing history forward and the 
protagonists in the stories they wrote, sung, performed in, and lived. 
The images of this dossier are collages using photographs of the 
cultural and everyday life during the ‘Yan’an decade’ (1935–1945). 
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Top: Students read at the Luyi library.  
Bottom: Attendees of the 1942 Yan’an Forum on Literature and Art.

Credit: Yan’an Literature and Art Memorial Hall [延安文艺纪念馆] and Wikimedia 
Commons/China Pictorial [人民画报]
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My heart, don’t pound so hard.
Road dust, don’t block my view...
I grab a handful of yellow dirt and will not let it go,
Clutching it tight, close to my bosom.
Many were the times I dreamt of returning to Yan’an,
In dreams my arms embraced Pagoda Hill.
A thousand, ten thousand times I’ve been calling you,
– Mother Yan’an is here now, right here!
The Du Fu Creek Sings, and Willow Grove Village smiles,
The fluttering red flags are beckoning me.
White towels around their necks and red bands at their waist,
My dear people meet me, taking me across the Yan River.
I plunge into their arms, my arms stretched wide,
Too much to say at once, my tongue is tied.

– He Jingzhi, Return to Yan’an (1956).
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Art That Serves the People

It was 1:30 in the afternoon on 2 May 1942, a cool spring day 
in the north-central Chinese city and communist revolutionary 
base of Yan’an. The central Party office, nicknamed ‘the airplane’, 
was housed in the city’s only three-storey building. The main hall 
was bustling, emptied of its usual dining furniture save for rows of 
benches and a single desk, ready to receive Mao Zedong when he 
punctually walked in. The attendees were convening for a meeting 
‘to exchange views on various aspects of the current literary and 
artistic movement’.1 Though the precise number of participants was 
not recorded, over one hundred invitations had been sent days before 
by Kai Feng, the acting head of the Propaganda Department and 
chairperson of the meeting. That the invitation had been printed on 
pink paper, which was not locally produced, signalled the impor-
tance attached to the meeting by the top tiers of the Communist 
Party of China (CPC). The country’s leading intellectuals, military 
commanders, and political cadre gathered along with representa-
tives from across the spectrum of art and literary work, including 
publishing, research, newspaper, film, photography, drama, poetry, 
and youth units, among others.

In the months leading up to the conference, Mao had personally 
exchanged dozens of letters and held several one-on-one conver-
sations with key intellectuals, navigating the divergent artistic and 
literary currents of the Left and identifying the urgent cultural 
questions of the time. Beyond being a political leader, Mao was, 
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after all, a poet whose own classically-informed work had docu-
mented the birth and rise of the Chinese communist movement. 
His poetry painted scenes of the many battles and encirclements, 
victories and defeats, from the communist base he helped establish 
in the Jinggang Mountains to the epic Long March that brought 
the Red Army westward. During the Yan’an period (1935–1945), 
he summarised these experiences in theoretical and practical writ-
ings which would come to be known as Mao Zedong Thought. 
There, in the cave dwellings with their iconic arches, Mao studied 
and wrote prolifically on topics from military tactics to philosophy, 
party-building to political economy, land reform to international-
ism. Among these was the systematic analysis of the role of art and 
literature in advancing the revolutionary struggle, summarised in 
Talks at the Yan’an Forum on Literature and Art. In this text, pub-
lished the year after the Yan’an Forum, Mao and others distilled 
years of experience and experimentation in communist cultural and 
ideological work. 

Back in the Party office on that afternoon in 1942, Kai had officially 
opened the first of the forum’s three plenary sessions that stretched 
over the course of three weeks. In each of the plenaries, seated at 
the only desk in the room, Mao carefully took notes as points were 
being raised. Talks, the subsequently published text, drew from 
these interventions and conversations.

‘The purpose of our meeting today’, Mao said in his introductory 
remarks, ‘is precisely to ensure that literature and art fit well into the 
whole revolutionary machine as a component part, that they oper-
ate as powerful weapons for uniting and educating the people and 
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for attacking and destroying the enemy’. To understand the enemy, 
Mao offered an analysis of the political conjuncture, which started 
‘from objective facts…: the War of Resistance Against Japan which 
China has been fighting for five years; the world-wide anti-fascist 
war; the vacillations of China’s big landlord class and big bour-
geoisie in the War of Resistance and their policy of high-handed 
oppression of the people’. Revolutionary conditions had emerged in 
China, Mao noted, because of the discontent and misery generated 
by a century of imperialist aggressions and the Japanese occupa-
tion; whether the political forces would be able to push back against 
the Chinese elite and drive an independent agenda remained to be 
seen. One example of the revolutionary development was the cre-
ation of the base areas and the mobilisation of popular support in 
these areas, including that of writers, artists, and other intellectuals. 
‘In our struggle for the liberation of the Chinese people there are 
various fronts’, Mao said, ‘among which there are the fronts of the 
pen and of the gun, the cultural and the military fronts’.2

He recognised that a military victory was insufficient without cre-
ating ideological unity in the Party and placing the proletarian sub-
jectivity at the centre of revolutionary work. The ‘army with guns’ 
and the ‘cultural army’ carried out complementary work: the battle 
in the trenches and the battle over the hearts and minds of the 
people. Cultural work was key to this ideological transformation, 
supporting workers, peasants, and soldiers in seeing themselves as 
the protagonists of their own stories and history.

To achieve this goal, Mao laid out five artistic and literary ‘prob-
lems’ to be addressed: position, attitude, audience, work, and study. 
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On the first point, Mao argued that cultural workers should take 
a ‘class stand’ – one that is firmly positioned alongside the people 
– in which artists also see themselves as workers in the struggle. 
Regarding ‘attitude’ and ‘audience’, Mao expanded on the correct 
approach that should be taken by artists and writers in order ‘to 
extol’ and ‘to expose’. In the first camp, the idea was that praise 
should be given to the struggles, aspirations, and ‘brightness’ of the 
people. On the other hand, it was also necessary to ‘expose the dark’, 
directing criticism towards the enemy and pointing out the short-
comings of allies in the united front to resist Japanese occupation.

In his introductory remarks, Mao highlighted some of the key 
debates that had emerged in Yan’an and sparked the need for the 
forum. He put forth a criticism of the earlier generation of the 
May Fourth Movement in 1919, an anti-imperialist and anti-feu-
dal awakening led by urban intellectuals and students, many of 
whom were politicised in that uprising and now found themselves 
in Yan’an. Though they helped spark the formation of a national 
consciousness and a new cultural movement, their work remained 
largely unknown to most people and to the peasant majority. They 
did not speak in ‘the rich, lively language of the masses’, as Mao 
called it. Two decades later, the country had reached a new political 
conjuncture which necessitated a different kind of cultural produc-
tion and a new kind of intellectual. Only through immersion and 
work in the countryside – both mental and physical – could these 
urban intellectuals transform themselves into revolutionary work-
ers and produce artistic creations that truly served the people. This, 
Mao said, required ‘a change in feelings, a change from one class to 
another’.
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To understand the cultural workers that Mao was addressing and 
why they had come to Yan’an, we must examine how the city became 
the revolutionary heart of the communist movement. Thousands of 
writers, artists, and intellectuals had been inspired to go to Yan’an 
and brought with them different conceptions and practices of rev-
olutionary cultural work. The Yan’an Forum sought to bring clarity 
and unity in the midst of diversity and divergence.
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Top: A Luyi choir rehearses the Yellow River Cantata.
Bottom: Literature students travel to the battle front in northwest Shanxi.

Credit: Yan’an Red Cloud Platform [延安红云平台]
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Go to Yan’an!

‘Father, I have to leave this home, but what should I do to leave?’, 
wrote a sixteen-year-old woman living and studying in the south-
western Chinese city of Chengdu in the spring of 1938.3 In the 
letter, she expressed her dissatisfaction and desperation while con-
fronted with the state of her homeland. Months earlier, the Second 
Sino-Japanese War had been triggered by an armed conflict known 
as the July 7th Incident on Beijing’s Luguo Bridge (or Marco Polo 
Bridge). The Japanese invasion and occupation of China – which 
began in 1931 and lasted 14 years until the end of World War II in 
1945 – now entered full force, taking the lives of tens of millions of 
Chinese people and sparking mass migration in the country.4 High 
schools and universities dispersed their students; some sought ref-
uge in safer regions while others were inspired to join in the strug-
gle for ‘national salvation’, which had become the spirit of the times. 
‘So now, I have nowhere to go but Shaanbei (northern Shaanxi)’, 
the teenage student continued. ‘I have been considering it for a very 
long time, thinking of all the ways others have tried, but this is the 
only place that won’t let me down and will allow me to survive’.5 
She was one of thousands of students and intellectuals who decided 
to make the long journey to the communist-held revolutionary base 
of Yan’an.

Situated in the Loess Plateau of the north-central province of 
Shaanxi, Yan’an is an important site of Chinese civilisation and 
people and a sacred home of the Chinese Revolution. With roots 
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tracing back 3,000 years, Yan’an was an ancient hub home to the 
Yellow River, the famous yellow earth, and the mythic Yellow 
Emperor before populations migrated southwards.6 By the time 
the communists made it their capital in 1937, it was a ‘poor, dusty, 
and remote frontier town of about 10,000 inhabitants’.7 Yan’an was 
also the destination of the epic Long March (1934–1935), a mass 
retreat of communists from their base area in south-eastern Jiangxi 
after they were pushed out by a series of encirclement campaigns 
led by the Nationalist Party forces (Kuomintang or KMT) with the 
support of Nazi Germany.

Midway through the Long March, in January 1935, the Zunyi 
Conference was held, attended by six of the twelve members of 
the politburo of the CPC. The Red Army had suffered huge losses 
and was deeply demoralised, and this pivotal meeting established 
Mao Zedong as the main leader of the Party and its troops at the 
helm of the Chinese revolutionary process. Some 12 months, 9,000 
kilometres, 18 mountains, and 24 rivers later, only 8,000 soldiers on 
the Long March arrived in Yan’an.8 Of the original 86,000 people 
who had been organised into three columns and set off on the trek, 
many starved, were killed, defected, or gave up along the way. It 
was ‘an Odyssey unequal in modern times’, as Edgar Snow called 
it.9 In the caves of Yan’an, Snow was the first foreign journalist 
to interview Mao and report to the world about the early years 
of the Communist Revolution, published in his classic book, Red 
Star Over China (1937). That year, Yan’an became the official seat 
of power of the CPC in the heart of the communist-controlled 
region known as the Shaanxi-Gansu-Ningxia Border Region. In 
the ‘Yan’an decade’ that followed, the ragtag group of poorly-fed 
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and poorly-equipped communists would mobilise the support of 
tens of millions of peasants in the region, gain popular support in 
the cities, grow its active Party membership to 1.2 million people, 
and build a Red Army made up of one million soldiers, supported 
by millions more armed peasants.10 On 1 October 1949, 14 years 
after arriving in Yan’an, Mao Zedong would declare the establish-
ment of the People’s Republic of China in Beijing.

As the political and cultural epicentre of the Chinese communist 
movement, Yan’an captured the imagination of artists, writers, and 
urban intellectuals from far and wide. In 1938, painter and educa-
tor Wang Shikou made the 300-kilometre journey from Xi’an to 
Yan’an by foot despite contracting malaria along the way. Before 
becoming a world-renowned cartoonist, a young Hua Junwu set off 
from Japanese-occupied Shanghai, passing through the southern 
cities of Hong Kong and Guangzhou before reaching Yan’an – all 
without his mother’s knowledge. That same year, prominent femi-
nist writer of the May Fourth generation Ding Ling arrived in the 
communist base area. These artists and writers were among the esti-
mated 40,000 intellectuals who would make their way to Yan’an by 
1943.11 Often coming from families of landlords, aristocrats, small 
business owners, and rich peasants, many of these intellectuals left 
relative urban comforts to traverse hundreds or thousands of kilo-
metres in wind, sand, rain, and snow.

In those exploratory early years, cultural organisations of all kinds 
were formed, merged, re-named, and dissolved. Artistic and literary 
groups were set up in factories, schools, military units, and rural 
bases. Street poetry groups were established, with one collective’s 
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manifesto stating, ‘do not let a single wall in the countryside or a 
single rock by the side of the road lie free and empty…Write…
Sing – for the resistance, for the nation, for the masses’.12 Theatre 
troupes, which emerged earlier in the 1930s as a powerful force 
in the resistance to Japanese imperialism, were particularly well 
received by a largely illiterate rural population. They were able to 
orally and accessibly communicate the most urgent problems of the 
day, explain the communist programme, serve as counter-propa-
ganda, and, most importantly, win the confidence of the people. 
During his visit in 1936, Edgar Snow, impressed with the commit-
ment and creativity of these troupes, called them the most ‘power-
ful weapon of propaganda in the communist movement’. To Snow, 
‘there is no fine partition between art and propaganda. There is only 
a distinction between what is understandable in human experience 
and what is not’.13

However, this cultural work was still dominated by the urban intel-
ligentsia, comprised of full-time and amateur writers with elite or 
formal education backgrounds. Few peasants, workers, and soldiers 
participated in this sphere, and traditional forms of folk art were 
rarely featured. Though arriving with good intentions, these intel-
lectuals came from realities that were worlds apart from those of 
the local peasantry. ‘Writers from other parts of the country were 
not used to life in the Liberated Zone, and it takes time to adjust, 
so there have been some disputes’, noted novelist, playwright, and 
future Minister of Culture of the People’s Republic of China Mao 
Dun.14 He continued, ‘The writers had idealised Yan’an and thought 
that everything would be perfect. But upon arrival, they found that 
there was a gap between the reality and the ideal, which has led to 
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all kinds of comments’. The ‘comments’ mentioned referred to the 
growing discontent from a section of the intelligentsia and their 
divergent views from the Party on the social function and political 
duty of cultural workers.
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Top: A singing troupe performs the Yangge opera, Brother and Sister Reclaiming the 
Wasteland.
Bottom: Fine arts students take sketching lessons.

Credit: Yan’an Literature and Art Memorial Hall [延安文艺纪念馆] and Yan’an Red Cloud 
Platform [延安红云平台]
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Expose the Dark or Praise the Bright?

In the months leading up to the Yan’an Forum, five prominent writ-
ers who were all CPC members published a series of essays in the 
Party paper, Liberation Daily (Jiefang Ribao). Ding Ling, the paper’s 
editor, along with Ai Qing, Lou Feng, Wang Shiwei, and Xiao Jun, 
criticised the lack of access to reading materials in the base area, 
unconducive conditions for artistic creation, special status of CPC 
leaders, and subjugation of women. At the heart of the essays was 
the question of artistic independence and the perceived restrictions 
set by the Party on artistic production. Was the role of art and lit-
erature to ‘praise the bright’ – to glorify the deeds of the Party and 
the people – or to ‘expose the dark’ and point to the problems in 
Chinese society and the communist movement?15

Zhou Yang, a Party leader responsible for art and cultural work 
and a trusted comrade of Mao, led the other side of the debate. 
In Remarks on Literature and Life (1941), Zhou sharply rebuts the 
criticisms raised:

…in these very villages lie the fresh stories of life and strug-
gle worthy of artistic treatment. If you feel there is nothing 
to write about now, let your intense desire for life replace 
your creative urge. Stepping out from your caves and min-
gling a bit with the common people would certainly help.16
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These back-and-forth exchanges precipitated the Yan’an Forum, 
where Xiao Jun, the key oppositional voice, was the first speaker 
invited by Mao to give comments at the initial plenary session. 
Over the following three weeks, the debates continued in conven-
ings within respective artistic fields, in published articles, and in 
two other plenary sessions held on the 16th and 23rd of May 1942. 
The points raised were systematised, revised, and reflected upon. A 
year later, Talks at the Yan’an Forum on Literature and Art was first 
published on the seventh anniversary of the death of the influential 
writer and leading figure of the May Fourth Movement, Lu Xun.

In the published text, the conclusion is separated into five sections, 
starting with the central question:  ‘literature and art for whom?’ 
Inspiration was drawn from Soviet leader Vladimir Lenin’s Party 
Organisation and Party Literature (1905), which identified the goal 
of cultural work as serving the ‘millions of working people – the 
flower of the country, its strength and its future’.17 Mao broadened 
the conception of ‘the people’ to include not only industrial workers 
but also peasants, soldiers, and the urban bourgeoisie, thereby situ-
ating intellectuals as workers among the masses. The second section 
focuses on ‘how to serve’, balancing the need to popularise revolu-
tionary ideas with the urgency to raise the cultural standards and 
literacy of the people. ‘Through the creative labour of revolutionary 
writers and artists’, Mao wrote, ‘the raw materials found in the life 
of the people are shaped into the ideological form of literature and 
art serving the masses of the people’. In other words, revolutionary 
culture draws from and returns to the people, the ‘inexhaustible’ and 
‘only source’.
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The third section takes up the relationship between cultural work 
and revolutionary work as a whole. It contains one of the bet-
ter-known passages of the text, which argues against the detach-
ment of art from politics, intellectuals from the people, and culture 
from revolutionary work:

In the world today, all culture, all literature and art belong 
to definite classes and are geared to definite political lines. 
There is in fact no such thing as art for art’s sake, art that 
stands above classes, or art that is detached or indepen-
dent of politics. Proletarian literature and art are part of the 
whole proletarian cause; they are, as Lenin said, cogs and 
wheels in the whole revolutionary machine.

By placing politics –  particularly class politics – at the centre of 
cultural work, Mao firmly rejected the notion that art and culture 
could exist disconnected from society.

In the fourth section, Mao defined the criteria for judging artistic 
intention based on social practice and impact. For Mao, the study 
of Marxism was essential to uprooting the inherited bourgeois, feu-
dal, liberal, and individualistic ways of seeing, so that ‘while they 
are being destroyed, something new can be constructed’. The final 
section points to the thousands of intellectuals who had arrived in 
Yan’an to serve the revolution, many of whom had joined the Party 
in body but not yet in mind. The Yan’an Forum and subsequent text 
were not just a response to a small group of intellectual critics: they 
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were part of this greater ideological struggle against the ‘non-prole-
tarian ideology’ that still existed among many Party members.

The historic forum was part of the Rectification Movement 
(1942–1944) that sought to create ideological unity in the Party 
and shrink the still-large gap between the work of the artists and 
writers and the reality of the peasant majority.18 The detachment of 
intellectuals from material circumstances has long been a problem 
explored in the Marxist tradition. ‘The philosophers have hitherto 
only interpreted the world in various ways; the point is to change 
it’, wrote Karl Marx in Theses on Feuerbach (1845). Half a century 
later, Antonio Gramsci called for the creation of a ‘new intellectual’, 
one who would throw themself into ‘active participation in practical 
life, as constructor, as organiser, “permanent persuader” and not just 
a simple orator’. 19 Similarly, Mao believed that in order to create 
these ‘new intellectuals’, the traditional intellectuals like those who 
went to Yan’an had to struggle to transcend their class origins. 

The revolutionary process required the creation of a new intelligen-
tsia that brought in new revolutionary ideas rooted in the culture 
of rural China – in other words, a mass culture, a people’s culture. 
During the Yan’an decade, the new intellectuals partook in cultural 
programmes and mass literacy campaigns, combatting the 90 per-
cent illiteracy rate in the countryside. At the time of the Yan’an 
Forum, Mao estimated that there were already more than 10,000 
cadres in Yan’an who could read; during this process, they would 
unlearn and relearn how to interpret the world around them.
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At the same time, the cultural power of the people had to be built. 
This required the ‘raising of standards’, as Mao put it in Talks: 
increasing the cultural literacy of the people while simultaneously 
awakening their revolutionary consciousness. However, the creation 
of a new popular culture would not happen overnight. In the early 
years after the Russian Revolution, Lenin reflected on a similar 
question regarding the building of workers’ power:

Soviet power is not a miracle-working talisman. It does 
not, overnight, heal all the evils of the past – illiteracy, lack 
of culture, the consequences of a barbarous war, the after-
math of predatory capitalism. But it does pave the way to 
socialism. It gives those who were formerly oppressed the 
chance to straighten their backs and to an ever-increasing 
degree to take the whole government of the country, the 
whole administration of the economy, the whole manage-
ment of production, into their own hands.20

In Yan’an, perhaps for the first time in millennia, Chinese peas-
ants were learning to straighten their backs with every song, poem, 
artwork, and play – each integral to the creation of a new human 
being and a new society. Peasants would become the protagonists 
in their own lives and in the stories that they told – the subject 
driving history and culture forward. In Talks, Mao was speaking to 
the people’s hunger for culture: ‘The cadres of all types, fighters in 
the army, workers in the factories, and peasants in the villages all 
want to read books and newspapers once they become literate, want 
to see plays and operas, look at drawings and paintings, sing songs 
and hear music; they are the audience of our works of literature and 
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art’. Though an urgent task, literacy was not treated as a prerequisite 
for enjoying and producing culture, for mass culture belonged to 
the people. In the meantime, the urban intellectuals who went to 
Yan’an had to go through their own transformation in order to close 
the gap between them and the peasant masses. This transformation 
was at the heart of the Yan’an Forum, which offered a definition 
both of the ‘people’ and of the ‘intellectual’; together, they could  
turn into an effective political force.
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Top: Women and children at Luyi nursery. 
Bottom: Professor Wang Chaowen works on a sculpture.

Credit: Yan’an Red Cloud Platform [延安红云平台]
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New Wine in Old Bottles

At the time of the Yan’an Forum, Ma Ke was a music student at 
the Lu Xun Academy of Arts (also known as Luyi), an educational 
centre which had been transformed from a Catholic church to train 
artist-cadres in Yan’an. ‘[Mao’s] talk was an immense inspiration to 
us students’, Ma reflected in a 1962 article in Peking Review.21 ‘We 
wanted to go out to the people as soon as possible, to learn, to tem-
per ourselves, and to do our bit for the revolution’. Ten months after 
the Yan’an Forum, the Central Committee of the CPC decided 
to mobilise literary and theatre workers to go to the countryside, 
which Mao called the ‘big school’.22 Ma was among these students, 
who, exhausted after trudging the hills for one day, were welcomed 
by a group of peasants beating gongs and drums, each carrying a 
broom. To Ma’s surprise, the local peasants had cleaned the path for 
ten li (five kilometres) in anticipation of the arrival of these young 
intellectuals who had been ‘sent by Chairman Mao to help in their 
fanshen’ (literally their “turning over”, their liberation).23

Despite his enthusiasm, Ma admits the disdain that he initially car-
ried for the folk melodies he heard: ‘I felt it was a bit monotonous, 
that it lacked refinement and so-called “artistry”. […] In one word, 
I didn’t like them, nor did I sing their songs’. It was through the 
process of engaging with the people that Ma’s thinking began to 
shift: ‘I [began] to sense the rich emotion contained in their music. 
I began to hear it differently. It now appeared so free and spirited, 
so simple and natural that it seemed that every valley and stream 
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rang with its melody. Carried away by my sentiments, I too joined 
the rest, singing loud and long’. Going to the countryside was part 
of Ma’s self-transformation, overcoming the superiority he felt as 
an intellectual and as a professional artist in the face of mass, pop-
ular, and living culture. ‘We travelled 400 li [200 kilometres], and 
everywhere we found this same ocean of song. Throughout the vast 
countryside, everyone was a singer, man or woman, old or young’. 
Learning from the peasants’ songs, the urgency of their needs, and 
their determination for emancipation was part of the humbling 
work of ‘popularising the intellectuals’.24

It was through this process that Ma went on to compose the music 
of one of the most important Chinese operas of the period, The 
White-Haired Girl, later turned into a film in 1951 and a national 
ballet in 1965. The story’s protagonist is Yang Xier, a peasant 
woman forcibly sold to a landlord to pay her father’s debts and sep-
arated from her fiancée, Wang Dachun. After she finally fled to 
the mountains, where her hair turned white while trying to survive, 
Wang joined the communist’s Eighth Route Army. When Wang 
and Yang eventually reunited, they did so not only as a couple, but 
as comrades. 

This story of revolutionary love in the midst of class struggle is not 
a total work of fiction –  it is based on local folklore of a ‘white-
haired ghost’ that had been haunting villages in Northern China. 
Ma Ke and his fellow students learned of this story when they were 
sent to the countryside. They added musical form and revolutionary 
content to the local experience, which became a nationally cele-
brated classic. The opera can be seen as a living example of the ideas 
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advanced by the Yan’an Forum, particularly the need for artists and 
writers to study and immerse themselves in their local conditions 
and popular cultural forms.

These cultural workers paid special attention to folk songs and 
dances, particularly yangge, or ‘rice songs’. These songs, tradition-
ally sung for the gods or landlords, were given new connotations 
and content to instil a revolutionary spirit and encourage soldiers 
on the frontlines. Popular songs like Nanniwan (about a gorge in 
Yan’an) by He Jingzhi, who wrote the libretto of The White-Haired 
Girl, were distinctly ideological while also being rooted in mass cul-
ture, setting political messages to popular melodies. Building a new 
revolutionary culture did not mean discarding all the culture that 
came before it – be it of ancient, feudal, or foreign origins; it meant 
to ‘take over all the fine things in our literary and artistic heritage 
[and] critically assimilate whatever is beneficial’, Mao contended in 
Talks. Transmitting revolutionary ideas in a language and form that 
was familiar and welcomed by the local people was a way of serving 
‘new wine in old bottles’.25

Just as traditional forms of culture were given new revolutionary 
content, the ‘old bottles’ of traditional intellectuals were being 
transformed into ‘new’ intellectuals that served the people. Few 
writers embodied this process more than Ding Ling. When Ding 
left cosmopolitan Shanghai for the dusty fields of Yan’an, she was 
already an established writer, celebrated for novels like Miss Sophia’s 
Diary (1928) that spoke to the conditions of the modern, urban 
Chinese woman. Upon arriving in Yan’an, however, she struggled 
to write authentic descriptions of peasant life, which she was still 
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unfamiliar with at the time, and to overcome her own prejudices, 
individualism, and alienation from the people. The difficulties that 
Ding and other writers had in portraying peasants in the context of 
class struggle was not based on their shortcomings alone, but also 
because the historical conditions had not yet created a revolution-
ary consciousness among the people. As literary historian Wang 
Xiaoping explains, ‘the revolutionary (“proletarian”) consciousness 
did not exist in modern China “as it was” but had to be cultivated 
and raised to a higher plane by experienced revolutionaries equipped 
with a dialectical political theory’.26 Ding’s short stories and novels 
are a testament to this transformative and dialectical process, and 
to the years of unlearning and relearning, to become intellectually 
and politically integrated with the masses, which in turn deepens 
class consciousness.

The path traversed by Ding reflects the process of popular ‘integra-
tion’ that Mao identified in Talks: ‘Intellectuals who want to inte-
grate themselves with the masses, who want to serve the masses, 
must go through a process in which they and the masses come to 
know each other well’. Nearly a decade after arriving in Yan’an, 
Ding wrote her first novel about the revolutionary movement and 
land reform, entitled The Sun Shines over the Sanggan River (1948). 
This work emerged from the years she spent living and working 
with women, peasants, workers, veterans, and cadres in some of the 
country’s most remote rural districts. Years later, like many intellec-
tuals who suffered greatly during the Cultural Revolution (1966–
1976), Ding still held true to the Yan’an spirit. In one of her last 
speeches, written in 1980 a few years before she passed away at age 
81, Ding explained, ‘It was hard and I suffered, but I also gained a 
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lot… I can’t write about generals, because I don’t have that kind of 
experience. But I can write about peasants, about workers, about 
ordinary people, for I know them well’.27 To know the people well is 
what she and tens of thousands of intellectuals sought to do in the 
years following the Yan’an Forum, which helped bring the Chinese 
people and nation to revolution. In her speech, Ding eloquently 
summarised the Yan’an spirit: ‘Creation itself is a political action, 
and a writer is a politicised person’. Ding’s words are an affirmation 
that art and culture are essential to class struggle. They are a call to 
today’s writers, artists, and intellectuals who are committed to peo-
ple’s struggles and aspirations to follow in her footsteps.
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Top: Drama students engage in early-morning physical training.
Bottom: An Eighth Route Army production brigade cultivates land in Nanniwan, 
southeast of Yan’an.

Credit: Yan’an Red Cloud Platform [延安红云平台] and an unknown source
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The Yan’an Spirit 80 Years On

After Talks was first published on 19 October 1943, the text was 
translated and published in dozens of languages, finding reso-
nance with millions of people around the world.28 Inspired by the 
screen-printing tradition of woodcuts from Yan’an and Mao’s call 
for artists to be immersed in people’s struggles, the Indian art-
ist Chittaprosad rendered heart-breaking sketches of the Bengal 
Famine of 1943–44, which claimed the lives of three million people 
at the tail-end of Britain’s brutal colonial rule.29 Cuban national 
poet Nicolás Guillén called Talks a ‘glittering scientific material-
ist platform for literature and art theories… that can help under-
stand and determine the tasks of artists and writers amid the Cuban 
Revolution’.30 Indonesia’s Lekra, a cultural organisation of 200,000 
members affiliated with the Communist Party of Indonesia (PKI), 
developed its core method of turun ke bawah, or ‘going down to the 
masses’, in the Yan’an spirit.31

Quotations from Chairman Mao Zedong (1966) – ‘the little red 
book’ – includes excerpts from Talks, and its penultimate chapter 
is dedicated to art and culture. With over one billion official edi-
tions sold in three dozen languages, the little red book made its 
way into the hands of countless revolutionaries as one of the most 
circulated books of all time, second only to the Holy Bible. In an 
interview with Tricontinental: Institute for Social Research, Emory 
Douglas, the first minister of culture of the Black Panther Party in 
the United States, recalled how the Party sold the little red book 
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on street corners alongside the Party’s newspaper, each for 25 cents, 
carrying the message that art is a weapon in revolutionary strug-
gle.32 The little red book was also sold in bookshops and small towns 
in Tanzania in Swahili and English under Julius Nyerere’s leader-
ship. Comingled with African socialist ideas, Mao’s thinking was 
transmitted through the radio airwaves to reach illiterate and rural 
communities.33 Talks and its ideas found their own interpretations 
and uses in diverse places, from Mongolia to Mozambique, from 
Argentina to Albania, from Peru to the Philippines.

Talks is perhaps one of the most important systematisations emerg-
ing from the Third World on the role of art and culture and its the-
ory, practice, mistakes, and lessons. It can be read as an exploration 
of Marxist aesthetics in the national liberation tradition, a proposal 
for socialist cultural policy, a manual for cadres carrying out cultural 
tasks, and a piece of literary theory or literature itself. Eight decades 
have passed since Mao gave his lectures on literature and art. Since 
then, China has gone from being one of the world’s poorest coun-
tries to the world’s second largest economy and a global power. So, 
what relevance does the Yan’an spirit hold today? In 2014, President 
Xi Jinping made an appeal to revive the Yan’an spirit at Talks at the 
Forum on Literature and Art, held in Beijing, in which he spoke 
about the need for writers and artists to continue Mao’s call for a 
socialist culture rooted in the Chinese context with an eye towards 
the world.34 The legacy of Talks does not belong only to China and 
the Chinese people, but is a product for the people of the Global 
South. In an interview with Tricontinental: Institute for Social 
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Research, East China Normal University Professor Lu Xinyu made 
a similar reflection on this legacy and revival of Mao’s Talks:

[The Yan’an Forum] called on intellectuals to serve the 
people, with the development of mass culture that ensured 
that peasants’ subjectivity was at the centre of China’s 
Revolution. That has been the historical target of the CPC 
from that time till now. Intellectuals went to the country-
side to combine forces with the peasants. Now, we see huge 
numbers of cadres, teachers, and intellectuals go to the 
countryside in the rural revitalisation and poverty allevi-
ation campaigns.35

According to Lu, this migration of intellectuals to the countryside 
is an essential example of the Yan’an era, without which today’s 
polarisation between city and countryside, between the developed 
eastern region and the poorer western area, cannot be addressed. 
At the end of 2020, China announced the end of extreme poverty 
among its population of 1.4 billion people.36 Despite the contradic-
tions and ongoing difficulties that exist in the country, Lu believes 
that China’s rise should not be credited to the introduction of capi-
talist elements and market forces alone, but to the ongoing political 
commitment to socialism dating back to 1949: ‘The story of Yan’an 
is not just a China story; it belongs to the Third World, to twenti-
eth century history, to the socialist movement, and to all the poor 
people in the world. Especially [given the current] the polarisation 
of the global situation, we need to remember the Yan’an spirit, not 
just for China, but for the Global South’.37 Eight decades later, we 
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remember the enthusiasm with which young artists and intellectu-
als went to the countryside with the calling to ‘Go to Yan’an’. 

Beside the Yellow River, on the bank of the waters of the Yan,
is the yellow earth plateau.
Before the yaodong caves the millstone grinds,
it seems a return to yesterday.
I’m going to Yan’an,
to see the soft passing of time,
to see thousands of hills, everywhere red.

– ‘I’m going to Yan’an’ (2011), song composed by Xu 
Peidong, written by Hua Feng, and sung by Li Long 
for the 90th anniversary of the Communist Party of 
China’s founding.

    



35

Top/Bottom: Yangge singing troupes perform for the people at the 1943 Spring Festival 
celebration.

Credit: Yan’an Red Cloud Platform [延安红云平台] and China Youth Daily [中国青年报]
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