
[bookmark: _Toc238628959][bookmark: _Toc149036888][bookmark: _Toc144284345]Cultural currents – text resources
[bookmark: _Toc238628960]1.	Globalisation in art – Cultural currents
This reading supports Activity 4.2 of the Visual Arts Stage 5 unit ‘Cultural currents’.
Ancient crossings
Despite gaps between cultures, artistic ideas have always travelled across borders, shaping visual traditions around the world.
Aboriginal Peoples have maintained one of the world’s oldest continuing artistic traditions for tens of thousands of years. Rock engravings, paintings and ceremonial objects express deep connections to Country, Dreaming and community life.
While these traditions are grounded in continuity, trade routes also brought exchanges with Torres Strait Islander peoples and Macassan visitors from Indonesia, introducing new materials and artistic influences. This demonstrates that even the world’s earliest art was shaped by both local knowledge and intercultural contact.
Similar patterns of exchange can be seen elsewhere. Ancient Greek sculptors were influenced by Egyptian statues. They also used Near Eastern production methods, such as the lost wax technique, to refine their approach to monumental sculpture. In this case, artistic ideas travelled and transformed across borders.
Likewise, the sparse, meditative quality of early Japanese Zen art reflects centuries of exchange, as Japanese artists adapted Buddhist practices and visual traditions first encountered through India, China and Korea. These examples reveal that artistic ideas have always moved between cultures, transforming the ways people create and see the world.


Historic global trade and exchange
Cultural contact in art shows that multiculturalism is far older than our own century. In the 9th century, Chinese ceramics travelled along trade routes to Muslim Spain, where artists reimagined them for diverse audiences. Muslim potters in southern Spain painted crosses onto vessels for Christian buyers in the country’s north. At the same time, Persian artisans wove textiles and carpets containing European coats of arms for export to England, Scotland and Germany. These interactions reveal how art travelled and transformed. By the early 15th century, this movement of artistic ideas reached a new scale through the voyages of Chinese admiral Zheng He. Between 1405 and 1433, Zheng He led 7 great expeditions, visiting more than 30 countries across Southeast Asia, the Arabian Peninsula and the eastern coast of Africa.
His ships deliberately carried Chinese porcelain as a trade good and archaeological evidence confirms that early Ming blue-and-white porcelain has since been unearthed in every region he visited. Crucially, this exchange flowed in both directions. Zheng He returned to China with a cobalt pigment known as ‘Samarra Blue’ from the Persian and Arab world, which Chinese artisans incorporated into their art. The result was the blue-and-white porcelain of the Yongle and Xuande reigns, considered the peak of Chinese ceramic art, itself a product of intercultural exchange.
The origins of blue-and-white porcelain, however, reach back even further than Zheng He’s voyages. Persian cobalt had been reaching China along Silk Road trade routes for centuries, as cobalt had been used as pigment in West Asia as far back as 2000 BCE. It was during the Yuan dynasty (1271–1368), however, that this long history of material exchange produced something new. The combination of Persian cobalt, scarce enough to be treated as a precious resource, was applied to the refined kaolin clay of Jingdezhen. This produced the vivid blue decoration on white ground that would define Chinese ceramic production for centuries.
This tradition reached its commercial peak during the late Ming dynasty (1435–1644), when an export boom transformed Chinese ceramics into a global commodity. Kraak porcelain, named after the Portuguese carracks that carried it, was shipped in vast quantities to Europe, first through Portuguese and then Dutch trading networks. Jingdezhen, the great ceramic city of China, became the production centre of an international trade that connected East Asia to European courts and households. The movement of these objects carried with them not just material goods but visual languages, decorative conventions and cultural ideas that would reshape artistic traditions wherever they arrived.
The mid-17th century brought sudden disruption. The fall of the Ming dynasty around 1644 and the civil war that followed devastated production at Jingdezhen and caused Chinese ceramic exports to collapse. The vacuum this created in European markets was filled by Japan. Between approximately 1650 and 1740, the Dutch East India Company turned to the Arita kilns in Japan, producing what became known in Europe as Imari ware, to meet continued demand.
In the Netherlands, this demand also stimulated local imitation. Dutch Delft potters, working in tin-glazed earthenware from the early 1600s onward, had already begun producing their own versions of blue-and-white decoration. The Delft tradition represents one of the clearest examples in ceramic history of cultural exchange producing a new and distinct local tradition from an imported visual language.
China re-entered the export market during the Qing dynasty (1662–1750) as Jingdezhen was rebuilt and production resumed. In a striking reversal, Chinese potters now studied and copied Japanese Imari ware, the very tradition that had filled the gap left by their own absence, to recapture their position in the European market. 
The influence of Chinese porcelain continued to ripple outward long after Zheng He’s voyages. The best-known classical ‘Turkish looking’ form of art, the Iznik tile, reflects the Ottoman rulers’ great admiration for Chinese porcelain. Designs of roses, dragons and phoenixes borrowed from Chinese ceramics blended with local styles to create a distinct visual language. Trade routes thus carried not only goods but also ideas, shaping artistic traditions across continents.
It was during this period and later, especially in the Tang and Song dynasties (618–1279 CE), that the Chinese Shan shui landscape tradition flourished. These layered mountain and water paintings visualised ideas of harmony with nature. Shan shui not only shaped East Asian painting traditions but also influenced Japanese and Korean artistic practices, demonstrating the long lasting impact of cultural exchange across centuries.
From East Asia to Europe
East Asian art would eventually reach Europe in the late 19th Century, profoundly influencing the West across the centuries thereafter. Japanese woodblock prints, first displayed at the 1867 Exposition Universelle in Paris, fascinated audiences and quickly found their way into the hands of artists such as Van Gogh, Monet, Manet and Tissot. These artists experimented with Japanese techniques, colours and perspectives. This influence became known as Japonisme. The journey of these very ideas from Chinese landscapes and Zen aesthetics through Japanese adaptations to European studios, shows how artistic inspiration can cross cultures and change the way artists work.
Today, contemporary artists continue to explore cultural exchange.
In Australia, Chinese-Australian artists also reflect these ongoing exchanges in strikingly different ways. Guan Wei maps histories of migration and memory, layering Chinese myths, Australian stories and cartographies of displacement into playful images with serious undertones about belonging and dislocation. Jason Wing, of Cantonese and Biripi Aboriginal heritage, draws on the blue-and-white motifs of Chinese porcelain while engaging with Aboriginal Dreaming, creating works that speak to identity, cultural survival and the experience of living ‘in between’. Casey Chen reimagines Chinese ceramic forms with contemporary humour, blending ancient designs with new motifs that parody both the hybrid and tension between heritage and global culture.
Table 1 – Globalisation in art – cultural currents reference artworks
	Image
	Citation

	[image: Watercolour historical illustration depicts a waterfront market street, with tiled-roof wooden buildings, canal at left, merchants, customers, stacked goods, barrels, and distant trees beneath a cloudy sky.]
	‘Porcelain Shop in Canton’ by unknown is reproduced in accordance with Victoria and Albert Museum licensing terms.

	[image: Photograph of a blue-and-white porcelain plate featuring a traditional landscape scene. Painted shoreline, boats, trees, mountains, and buildings fill central medallion, while ornate cobalt scrollwork decorates outer rim.]
	‘Dish’ by unknown is available in the public domain and reproduced in accordance with the Met’s Open Access policy.

	[image: Decorative porcelain plate featuring a central painted scene of two Chinese figures beside flowering plants, birds, and a hanging branch. Ornate red geometric border includes blue oval panels, floral motifs, and small animal figures, emphasising traditional East Asian decorative art.]
	‘Dish’ (attributed to Cornelis Pronk) is available in the public domain and is reproduced in accordance with the Met’s Open Access policy.

	[image: Photograph of an ornate ceramic tankard with a white body, gilded metal lid, hinged thumb lever, and curved white handle. Colourful painted figures, floral scrollwork, botanical motifs, and blue, red, green, and gold borders cover its surface.]
	‘Tankard’ by Meissen Manufactory is available in the public domain and is reproduced in accordance with the Met’s Open Access policy.




[bookmark: _Toc238628961]2.	Interview with Guan Wei
Email exchange with NSW Department of Education Creative Arts Curriculum Advisor, March 2026.
This resource supports Activity 5.6 of the Visual Arts Stage 5 unit ‘Cultural currents’.
How did spending time on Country deepen your understanding of Aboriginal culture?
Guan Wei: during my more than 3 decades of living in Australia, I have gained a profound understanding of the deep connection between the Indigenous people and this land through my observations of their art. Especially after I joined the artist camp and lived with them in the bush. I feel the art of the Indigenous people is deeply rooted in the land, reflecting their spiritual beliefs, behavioural codes and daily life in their creative works. What struck me the most was that they have passed this art down through generations, making it an integral part of their lives. The vitality of these works, which are deeply intertwined with the land, greatly enhanced my understanding of Indigenous culture.
What did this experience teach you about collaboration and listening in cross-cultural art making?
Guan Wei: this experience of cross-cultural collaboration was truly awe-inspiring and surprising for me. Through collaborating with Indigenous artists, I not only learned about their techniques, but also gained a profound understanding of the philosophical concept of harmony between humans and nature that lies behind their art. Their creations are deeply intertwined with the land and the natural environment, reflecting a strong sense of community cohesion and camaraderie.
I have come to deeply understand that cross-cultural artistic creation is not merely an exchange of techniques, but rather a profound form of cultural empathy. Without delving into their living environments to listen and perceive, one cannot grasp the wisdom and spiritual power that lies within their art. This experience taught me how to approach differences with a more open and reverent mindset and to express this cross-cultural resonance in my own creative work.
In what ways did your interactions influence the imagery used in your ceramic works?
Guan Wei: during our stay in Arnhem Land in the Northern Territory, the Indigenous people guided us on a tour of a sacred mountain. The mountain is home to exquisite murals created by the ancestors of the Indigenous people, which depict humans, gods and various animals, embodying a profound concept of ‘unity between humans and nature’. This experience profoundly moved me. I subsequently processed and reinterpreted these ancient images artistically and applied them to ceramic creations.
What advice would you offer students about engaging respectfully with cultures different from their own through art?
Guan Wei: in my opinion, when students learn about diverse cultures, the key is to maintain a humble attitude and fully immerse themselves in the artistic context of that culture. It is not just about observing its forms, but also about understanding the spiritual essence conveyed through its works. Through in-depth communication and insight, students can accurately capture the artistic essence and then express …. it in their own creative work in a localised manner.
This process of cross-cultural interaction not only broadens students’ artistic horizons but also enables them to appreciate the profound allure of art that transcends national boundaries while understanding cultural differences. Only creative endeavours that are grounded in deep respect and understanding can truly facilitate effective dialogue between different cultures.
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