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The Selected Wood Engravings of Niu Wen
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Preface LiuQun

Busy as he is with his leadership in the art field, Niu Wen, the engraver, is still able to keep his creating work
in the wood-block engraving, which is of course due to his ability to make good use of time. But the main reason lies
in his love for the artistic creation of wood-block engraving and his
“By carving without rest, one can hollow out metal and stone.”

I think an artist should never stop exploring and renewing his artistic creation so that the readers can feel that
he is advancing and making something new, just as an ancient Chinese poem goes: “Just as the weary traveller despairs
of finding a road, Lo! a village appears and shade of willows and riotous flowers beckon.”" The way Niu Wen has been
following is just what has been described above.

perseverance in it, just as an old saying says:

Niu Wen was born in a poor peasant family in Lingshi county of Shanxi province in 1922. He joined the army led
by the Chinese Communist Party in 1937. Although he spent his childbood in a poor and backward mountain area, the
folk art in the area, such as paper cuts, New-Year pictures, door pictures and the gold-drawing decorative pictures on
the cupboard, sowed art seeds in his young heart. It was in the revolutionary army, especially after entering the
Departmant of Fine Arts of Yan'an Lu Xun Institute of Literature and Art that his love for art beginning from his
childhood was able to develop and make him take the route of artistic creation. In the Lu Xun Institute he acqu-
ired systematic knowledge of art, studied sketch and got in touch with wood engraving; he also read Marxist philo-

sophy and political economy and some famous Chinese and foreign literary works available at the time, which laid
a foundation for his later artistic creation.



It was in the Shanxi-Suiyuan Border Area during the Liberation War that he was formally engaged in the crea-
tion of wood-block painting. After Yan'an Forum on Literature and Art, the artists went into the thick of struggles,
trying to create works reflecting the new face of society, new times and new theme. His valuable efforts in this asp-
ect can be clearly seen in the woodcut works Receiving Land Certificate and Measuring Land, which he created after
participating in the land reform in Guo county and Dai county in northern Shanxi. His portray of characters and the
techniques he used displayed great skill and strong flavour of life. It is appropriate to say that the period he spent
in Shanxi-Suiyuan Border Area was a good beginning of his accumulation of life and creation experiences.

After liberation of the country, he was transfered from Shanxi-Suiyuan Border Area in the north to Sichuan pro-
vince in the south. In order to have a new development, he decided to make the Tibetan area his new base for
creation, trying to reflect with woodcut the new life. new lot and new hope of the Tibetan people after liberation.
Starting from early 50s, he traveled to and fro over ten times between Tibet and Tibetan Autonomous Region in Si-
chuan province. After several years he finally got familiar with the life and the local conditions and customs of the
Tibetan people and created works extolling the Tibetan people leaping over a thousand years from serf system to so-
cialism under the leadership of the Communist Party. His works Good Luck and Beauty Everywhere and The Happy
Tibetan Children made in this period are very mature. These two pieces of woodcut attain a very high level in the
novelty of conception and composition, the vividness of characters, the ease of cutting, the arrangement of black and
white and the elegance and simplicity of colour process. Although they have undergone the test of decades, they rem-
ain to be the best loved, just because of the idevlogical content and the value of beauty.

After the ten years of turmoil, Niu Wen picked up his graver and began anew ploughing the long-deserted land of

d-blook graving. Not approving the blindly learning from the modern art school of Western Europe, he said, “We
can not always beg while holding a gold bowl in our hands. We can not run about picking up odds and ends of
others while disregarding the cream of our nation.” He also said, “It would be better if someone could combine the
Chinese folk art with Western art and create artistic works hm‘ling both the Chinese character and the tendency of
the day.” He has done what he said in his artistic creation. We are pleasantly surprised to find that in his recent
wood-block engravings he has absorbed the quintessence of both Chinese folk art and the foreign art, ingeniously cre-
ating a new form of art, which we cannot but admire.

His recent works, such as The New March on the Grass Land, The Fragrant Grass Land, The Morning Sun and The
Horse Racing indicate his efforts in the exploring of art forms. Although they cannot be said to be very successful
and perfect, they give people the feeling of novelty in forms and elegance in lines, with the general appearance of
the pictures full of pure and fresh air and strong Chinese flavour, so they are loved by both Chinese and foreigners:
These works are the results of his learning from the School of Hui, which is a kind of reproduced engraving. Its
fineness and smooth enjoy a good reputation in the history of Chinese wood-block engraving. It is a pity that few
wood-block engravers in China pay attention to it. Getting interested in it and carrying out a thorough study of it,
Niu Wen has been able to create wood-block engravings of new style with rich national characters. His wonderful
works of art show that we should not “"beg while holding a gold bowl in our hands.”

May Comrade Niu Wen make greater progress.

Ii gun 1988
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Indigo Blue |Is Extracted from the Indigo Plant

Wang  Wei

When attending the 14th World Engraving Exhibition in Yugoslavia in 1981, the engraver Niu Wen pre —
sented the Yugoslav engravers the paintings, Sichuan Popular Embroidery Patterns and The Reduced Version
of Sichuan New Year Pictures of 1982, which received unexpected welcome. They gasped with admiration
at the superb skill of the folk art of our nation and gave their high praise. Facts have shown what Lu
Xun said in 1933 is right: “Local colour can add beauty and force to the picture. As you were born and
have lived in a place. you find nothing unusual there. Things you are used to would seem new and enligh—
tening to people from other places.” N

Comrade Niu Wen himself loves the vigorous, fresh and lively folk art. Born in the countryside, he from
his childhood got in touch with various kinds of folk arts, such as the paper-cut on the window, the New
Year pictures over the bed, the lacquer ornaments on the cupboard, the statues, wall paintings and brick
carvings in the temple, the puppet, the shadow play, the pottery, the printing and dyeing, etc. These art
works were the embodiment of the painstaking labour and the superb wisdom of the working people. Their
artistic skill and the strong Chinese flavour exerted a great influence on the artist. As he said himself:

“I love these folk artists as well as their art works. They are my teachers, teaching me how to make
pictures and how to conduct myself.”

In his art career, he started with learning from the folk art, and did not stop this learning even when
he already became a famous woodcutter. He loves the folk art and work like a honeybee, always looking
for flowers, collecting pollen and making honey. He was thrown into ecstasy, like a child having new clo-
thes and a new hat, when he first saw the manuscript of Mian-zhu Folk Wood-Block Engraving for New
Year. He appreciated and studied them eagerly and carefully and even borrowed over ten pieces home,
copying day and night.



Never resting content with the existing techniques of expression, Niu Wen always tries to find new ones.
His early works Receiving the Land Certificate, Defence of Yan'an, Listening to the News of Victory, etec.
are carefully and neatly done. His works in a later period include The Happy Tibetan Children, Good Luck
and Beauty Everywhere, The Beautiful Hillside, etc. , which are forthright, concise and powerful. His recent
works' A New March on the Grass Land and The Fragrant Grass Land are graceful, charming and lively.
No matter how he creates works, he always tries to make them to the taste of Chinese people and thus
loved by them. He strives to keep them rich with both individual style and national characteristics thoagh
he often changes the techniques of expression, the makings of his woodcuts characterized by vividness
and conciseness never change.

Niu Wen, the wood-block engraver, absorbs the useful nutriment from the folk art treasure-house to
make his works more bright and colourful, just as the old saying goes: “Indigo blue is extracted from
the indigo plant.”

Artistic creation is a complex process, which needs nourishment as human body does. This article only
concerns a few of the many factors. The deficiency would be made up if the readers got interested in
the study of the way the artist absorbs nutriment from life and learns from national and foreign arts.
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