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A flower is a World

Even today. when [ take Xu Longbao's small mouth plate carved with the Chinese characters "Huarui"(buds) in my hand and
look at it carefully. I cannot but feel overpowered. With slender and thin lines crisscrossing the whole picture and merry and
lively forms spanning in between. the black and white composition appears rich and meaningful. Taking those small pieces of
buds in hand is just like holding some lively little creatures. So besides touched. I am literally struck with awe.
Under the current economic influence. many prints painters in today's Chinese prints' community have taken up other styles of
painting. Even among the painters who are still working in this field. few. if any. have devoted themselves heart and soul to
the meticulous labor of carving. Xu. one of the surviving few. has given up fast fame and fortune in his single-minded pursuit
of excellence.
For quite a long time. Xu has paid close attention to ordinary flowers and grass in nature. pouring all his affection to and tying
his art passion with them. Under his original use and artistic treatment, these portraits of buds which embody a profound
exquisiteness become an object of aesthetic beauty. His knife lends life to every petal and a human touch to the impersonal
wood.
"Buds series" of Xu is only about 10cm in size, thus can be claimed the smallest among the small pieces. However. like the
seal cutting art. these buds. though small. have an in-depth meaning. encompassing everything within their limited space.
As an artistic expression. the ability to perceive the big from the small and achieve much with little is a constant test to the
painter's artistic and expressive capacity. Witness the maxim of Zen: "Everything can be contained in a small seed." It a
small seed can contain the universe. a grain of sand can refract the whole world and be a microcosm of all earthly creatures.
From the sand and the flower, one can sense the vastness of universe and value of life. "A flower is a world." In these
miniatures. we have come to realize the abundance of spiritual capacity. so abundant that the whole heart is filled with the
beauty from the buds.
Over a long period of time, Xu. a hard-nosed artist. has worked tirelessly and undistractedly on black-and-white wood
engraving. a form of creation which he believes can reflect the essence of prints as a concise painting language.
It is said that "black-and-white is the very form of woodcut"”, which mainly refers to this. Despite its limitations in color
expression, black-and-white woodcut boasts a unique artistic charm of its own via its color contrast and shade patterns.
In his "buds series”. Xu has fully mobilized the distinctive elements of black-and-white woodcut. blending the forms in a
harmonious and orderly manner so that they emerge rhythmical.
Besides. he has made a clever use of the "weak contrast” between black and white to strengthen the slenderness and
tenderness of the petals and to add a precision touch to the stems and twigs. a feat hardly attainable without a constant
exploration of perfection.
Compared with other types of painting. prints seem to attach greater importance to technicality and the sense of form.
However. for a long time, we have shown an undue neglect in this particular aspect. Mr. Lu Xun hit the right nail in his
letter to a young woodcut painter: "Subjects alone are not useful. What counts more is techniques." "Woodcut as a tool for
a particular use is good. but one should never forget that it is also an art.”
Xu's black-and-white woodcuts are based squarely on sound techniques but go beyond mere technicality. They not only
reflect the main body of the art form but are infused with contemporary aesthetics. As a result. the sense of form brought
about by technicality is woven seamlessly into the organic structure of the works proper to offer brund-new possibilities of
imagination. This is what | have got from these tiny black-and-white woodcuts of Xu's.
So much for the preface.

Gong Yunbiao

Autumn 2007, in my Shanghai residence
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