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Introduction
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In Washington, D.C., the capital of the United States, there is a
distinctive group of Chinese Americans whose lives have been
devoted to work at the intersection of diplomacy, culture and
educational exchange. They are neither simply community
leaders nor exclusively artists. Through language, calligraphy
and painting, they have built bridges between China and the
United States, bridges often more adaptable than political

relationships and more enduring than commercial transactions.
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Hsien-Rung Mao was one such figure, a well-known diplomat,
calligrapher and painter within Washington's Chinese-
American community who quietly devoted his life to cultural
exchange. Publicly available biographical information about
him is extremely limited. His exact year and place of birth,
together with his complete professional history, cannot be
established with certainty from the available sources.
Nevertheless, the surviving details allow us to develop a
portrait of a cultural intermediary. He worked in diplomacy,
cultural affairs and educational exchange in Washington.
Following his retirement, he taught traditional Chinese
calligraphy and painting at institutions including the University
of Maryland and the Smithsonian Institution. Throughout his life,
he helped preserve and transmit the artistic traditions of his

homeland in a country far from their origins.
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Chapter 1
Early Years: From China to Washington

Publicly available records provide little detailed information
about Hsien-Rung Mao's early life. What can be established is
that he came from China, travelled to the United States at an

unspecified point and eventually settled in Washington, D.C.

Washington is the political and diplomatic centre of the United
States and one of the country's most internationally connected
cities. It brings together diplomats, scholars and -cultural
professionals from around the world. For an intellectual
originally from China, working in diplomacy and cultural affairs
in Washington required an understanding of two cultural
traditions, two systems of communication and two different

approaches to professional and social relationships.

Mao chose to pursue two fields that might initially appear
unrelated: diplomacy and traditional Chinese painting and
calligraphy. Yet they share an essential purpose. Diplomacy
communicates through language and strategy, while
calligraphy and painting communicate through brushwork, lines
and visual expression. Both are fundamentally concerned with
conveying meaning: finding ways to communicate one's
thoughts and intentions in forms that others can understand

and appreciate.
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Chapter 2
The Washington Years: Diplomacy and Cultural
and Educational Exchange

During his years in Washington, D.C., Hsien-Rung Mao was
involved in diplomatic, cultural and educational exchange

activities.

Publicly available information does not provide detailed
confirmation of the institutions for which he worked or the
specific positions he held. Nevertheless, the fields in which he
was involved represented an inherently interdisciplinary form of
public service. Diplomats generally handle political and
economic relations, cultural professionals organise exhibitions
and performances, and educators develop courses and
exchange programmes. Work combining diplomacy, culture
and education requires a broader range of abilities. It involves
using culture as a form of soft power within international
relations while treating education as a long-term investment in

mutual understanding.

For a Chinese diplomat or cultural professional working in
Washington, such responsibilities might include receiving
cultural delegations from China, organising academic
exchanges between Chinese and American institutions,
introducing American organisations to Chinese culture and

education, or coordinating cultural affairs within Chinese
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diplomatic institutions in the United States. These activities
rarely produce spectacular or immediately visible
achievements. Nevertheless, they help establish the essential
and enduring personal relationships that sustain exchanges

between the two countries.
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Chapter 3
Preserving the Brushwork Tradition: From
Diplomat to Teacher of Chinese Art

Following his retirement, Hsien-Rung Mao made a choice that
may have surprised those who knew him. Rather than
withdrawing into a quiet retirement, he entered the classroom

and began teaching Chinese calligraphy and painting.

He taught traditional Chinese calligraphy and painting at
institutions including the University of Maryland and the
Smithsonian Institution. The University of Maryland is a
prominent American public research university, while the
Smithsonian Institution is the world's largest complex of
museums, education and research facilities. His involvement in
teaching traditional Chinese arts at such institutions reflected
recognition of his artistic knowledge and teaching abilities

within established American educational and cultural settings.

For a Chinese intellectual who had spent much of his life in
Washington, teaching Chinese calligraphy in American
university classrooms presented a distinctive challenge. How
could he help American students who had never held a
Chinese writing brush understand the cultural principles

underlying traditional brushwork?
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Chinese calligraphy is far more than the act of writing
characters. It is a sophisticated system of expression involving
line, rhythm, space and emotion. Similarly, traditional Chinese
painting extends beyond the visual representation of objects. It
embodies ways of understanding nature, artistic atmosphere
and philosophical relationships. Explaining these ideas to
students from entirely different cultural backgrounds requires
not only technical expertise but also the ability to translate

cultural concepts into accessible forms.

His teaching at the Smithsonian Institution may have included
public workshops or lectures. The Smithsonian's museums and
research centres receive millions of visitors each vyear,
including many Americans interested in Chinese culture but
unfamiliar with its traditional artistic practices. Through his work
there, Mao helped open a window onto Chinese art for

audiences encountering these traditions for the first time.
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Chapter 4
Concluding Reflections: The Public Value of a
Cultural Intermediary

Hsien-Rung Mao's life remains a relatively quiet record within
publicly available historical sources. His precise birth year,
educational background and detailed professional experience
in Washington are not clearly documented in the available
material. His public identity is largely defined by two roles:

diplomat and teacher of Chinese calligraphy and painting.

Yet this limited public record reflects a distinctive type of
Chinese intellectual living abroad. Within overseas Chinese
communities, cultural transmission takes many forms. Some
individuals organise major cultural festivals and exhibitions.
Others publish academic studies or communicate through the
media. Mao belonged to another tradition: the gradual
transmission of cultural knowledge through sustained,

everyday teaching and personal exchange.

He was not a celebrity artist whose works commanded
extraordinary prices at international auctions, nor was he
known for major solo exhibitions in prestigious museums.
Neither was he a famous diplomat whose name appeared
prominently in historical textbooks. Instead, he was closer to a
cultural intermediary, helping people cross the distance

between unfamiliar traditions.
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In classrooms in Washington, calligraphy workshops at the
University of Maryland and educational activities associated
with the Smithsonian Institution, he could introduce students
who had never held a Chinese brush to the principles of
traditional writing. He could explain how a horizontal stroke
should remain steady, how a vertical stroke should stand with
strength and how even a single dot must possess energy and

intention.

Such everyday educational work rarely produces dramatic
achievements that attract public attention. Nevertheless, it
forms one of the most enduring foundations of cultural

exchange between China and the United States.

In an age characterised by information overload and
increasingly fragmented attention, the willingness to teach
another person the patient discipline of Chinese brushwork
represents a meaningful expression of cultural confidence.
Through teaching, the knowledge preserved within an artistic
tradition can be passed to people who might otherwise never

encounter it.

Hsien-Rung Mao's contribution lay in this quiet form of cultural
transmission. In classrooms and cultural institutions throughout
Washington, he used brush and ink to share the artistic spirit of

his homeland, demonstrating how the patient exchange of
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knowledge can help connect different societies across cultural

and national boundaries.
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