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Book summary 

In the period between the two world wars, the Czechoslovak Republic was one of the first 

European countries where collections of modern Chinese paintings were formed and 

contemporary Chinese painting systematically presented at exhibitions and in specialised 

publications. It was mainly thanks to the activities of the academic painter and visionary collector 

Vojtěch Chytil (1896–1936), who in an adventurous way reached China during the First World 

War, where he later spent lengthy periods of time and became a teacher of Western painting at 

the National Beijing Art College. During his brief career, Chytil succeeded in putting together a 

collection of several hundreds of artworks from China, Japan, Korea and Tibet, which he 

introduced during his returns to Europe in a number of European cultural centres, such as Prague, 

Brno, Bratislava, Vienna, Berlin, Budapest, and London. In his collecting, Chytil concentrated 

mainly on modern ink paintings of Beijing-based masters such as Qi Baishi (1864–1957), Xiao 



Sun (1883–1944), Chen Banding (1876–1970) and others, whose qualities he was the first to 

recognize and appreciate. A large collection of paintings from his original holdings that were not 

sold at his exhibitions during the interwar period later became part of the fonds of the National 

Gallery Prague, which now houses one of the largest collections of modern Chinese ink paintings 

in Europe. 

 

The book Emissary from the Far East. Vojtěch Chytil and the Collecting of Modern Chinese 

Painting in Interwar Czechoslovakia builds on research conducted in a number of archives and 

collections, both public and private, and provides insight into Chytil’s complex life story and the 

history of the formation of his collections. Despite being mainly a painter and art collector, Chytil 

tried his luck also in business and politics, which make his career an interesting example of the 

intricate paths an individual’s fate could take in the interwar Czechoslovakia. Chytil’s role as an 

art dealer was nevertheless the most important, and the book pays considerable attention both to 

his ability to acquire first-rate artworks during his stays in Asia and to the strategies he used in 

Europe in order to introduce and sell them to his contemporaries. All Chytil’s European 

exhibitions are introduced in detail in the publication, presenting a number of details about the 

most famous as well as marginal artists of the day, whose works were shown there. 

 

The final part of the publication describes two other major tours of modern Chinese ink painting 

organized in Europe by Chinese artists and teachers Liu Haisu (1896–1994) and Xu Beihong 

(1895–1953) in the very same period as Chytil’s exhibitions. The reader thus gets a complete 

picture not only of one extraordinary life story of a painter, collector and art dealer who amassed 

unique collections of Asian art, but also of the complexities behind the introduction of modern 

Chinese ink painting as a whole to Europe in the interwar period. The book is illustrated with 

more than a hundred archival photographs and documents, as well as colour reproductions of 230 

Asian artworks from the collections of the National Gallery Prague that originally belonged to 

Vojtěch Chytil. 
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