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INTRODUCTION

HE ART of \vc;od engraving existed in China as early as the 9th
T century. It flourished from the 14th to 17th centuries, boasting
of an abundant crop of fine works. It declined in consequence of the
introduction of the Wegtern method of printing which has supplanted
the use of wood blocks in printing books and other matters.

Most of the Chinese woodeuts are the illustrations in eclassies,
histories, philosophical works, the Buddhist sutras as well as the Taoist
sacred books, and light readings like novels and plays. There are also
purely artistic engravings of hills and streams, flowers and birds, and
persons and things. There are still others representing gods, folk
customs, auspicious omens, etc. which belong to the category of a
thoroughly popular art—that is, not the sort of thing decorating the
walls of a genfleman-scholar’s studio. Though the above-mentioned
pictures differ widely in their workmanship and merit, they have one
thing in common: the drafts were made by one person and the
engravings on the wood, by another. Therefore the cutter or engraver
must have got hold of a good draft in order to make a display of his
skill which simply lies in sticking closely to the model and reproducing
its artistic effect. In a word, nothing could be done by the cutter
without good drafts as patterns.

The art of modern Chinese woodeutting, however, is not derived
from native tradition. It has come into being as a result of foreign
influence. The one and the same person has a double role to play: he
draws the pictures as well as cuts the wood. Thanks to the tireless
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efforts of the late Mr. Lu Hsin who introduced a great many foreign
woodcuts into. this country, compiled several selections of the famous
ones, and encouraged young artists to learn this new art from experts,
woodcutting begins to flourish in China. Whether the art of Chinese
woodcutting would have become what it is today without his light and
leading is a question as idle to raise as it is difficult to answer.

‘Sinee Chinese woodeutting has only a history of less than twenty
years, the accomplishment of the artists-—witness the present col-
lection —ig all the more praiseworthy. The selection which eontains
engravings represented ig made out of the works on view in the Exhibit
of Woodcuts during the War Against Japan (1937-1945).

Glancing over the contents of this volume, one cannot fail to be
gtruck by the following points:

The Chinese woodcut artists live in a country and an age ravaged
and blasted by war, and, like their compatriot writers, have system-
atically revealed their spirit of anti-imperialism and anti-feudalism.
They have shown their spirit of freedom-seeking. The art of woodcut-
ting is not regarded as something to be done because there is nothing
else to do but as something which it is meaningful as well as urgent to
do. They take it as an instrument of propaganda and a weapon in
the war of liberation. Though an instrument and a weapon, woodeut
is a work of art in itself. Itsserviceability asan instrumentand weapon
1s by no means bought at the cost of aesthetic value,

Judging by the book before us, the artists have laudably done their
best during the long eight years’ war. One sees the hatred of our enemy,
the fe]low-feeling' (not pity) toward the victimised among our people,
the experiences of life of the general public and the expectations of the
advent of a free China all depicted to the fullest extent. This war of
resistance is an unprecedented great event in Chinese history. Even

though we have not yet shaken off all the bondages within and without
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and are unable to attain the status of a free and indenendent people
among the family of nations, the war of resistance is a stepping-stone for
us to rise to better things. We have written our recent history in blood,
and this book is a pictorial epitome of that part of Chinese history.

Something remains to be said about the technique. At the stage
when woodcutting was first introduced, syme of the works did savour
of imitation. It was then relatively easy to identify the foreignhmodels
imitated and the foreign masters the woodcutters served prentice to.
This, however, is unavoidable and not to be condemned; for, in learning
any branch of art, we have 1o go through the stage of imitation. What
is important is that imitation should be used as a means, not as an end.
It only paves the way to independent ereation. And this has already
been achieved by our woodcut artists in a very short time. One will
see in this collection the highly individual styles in the composition,
shading, engraving and lines. The total impression is that woodeut
has become an art racy of Chinese soil. Some of the finely-wrought
woodcuts are very much like our ancient wood-engravings, but they
are not really alike: how could the latter have got such vigour of life?
Moreover, the ancient wood-engravings served only an illustrative
purpose in the books, while these woodcuts form an art sui gemeris.
As something that seems to be traditional but really not inherited, that
is influenced by foreign art but not cramped by it. and that has grown
out of our own soil and stepped forward to creation, the very art of
Chinese woodcutting has developed into the present state only within

a period of less than twenty years.
Yeh Shéng-t‘ao.
SuaNgHAI, August, 1946,
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The Birth and Growth of the New
Art of Wood-Engraving in China
1

WOOD has long been a familiar medium for multiplying impres-
sions in China. Much good work has been done by the old
masters and many pieces in the collection published by Prof. C. T.

! still command our love and admiration. But we are here

Chéng
not concerned with that. What we are going to relate is the story
of the rise of the new art of wood-engraving® in present-day China.

Talking about the new art of wood-engraving in China, one
cannot help recalling the name of the late Lu Hstin. It was he who
sowed the seed of wood-engraving in 1929 by publishing four books
of the examples of pictorial art under the collective title of ‘‘New
Glories in the Realm of Art.”” Of the four books two are collections
of woodcuts. Up to that time nobody had cared to introduce the

Western art of wood-engraving into China.
To encourage the learning of this new art, L.u Hslin sponsored

an instruction class in Shanghai, with a Japanese artist as teacher,
giving practical lessons to a number of young men and women who
wanted to acquire this new art. That was fifteen years ago, in the
summer of 1930.  From that time on, the number of those who
hold engravers, knives and chisels to work on wood has grown from
year to year.

! gidRas: hERES VB KRS A4S HAR.  Prof. C. T. Chéng: “A History of Chinese
Woodcuts (868-1934 a.p.),”” 1940, Liang Yu Publishing Co.

2The terms wood-engraving and woodcut are employed indifferently in this discussion,
in spit.e of their technical differences, for the simple reason that examples ef both arts
have been included in the present work.
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What was the motive that urged Lu Hsiin to encourage the
art of wood-engraving? It was stated clear in his Preface to Woob-
cuts oF New Russia (in the “New Glories’’ series):

“...The art of reproducing pictures is still very imperfect in China and
we had better wait than spoil good-works of art by bad reproduction. This is
one reason for cultivating the simpler art of wood-engraving. A further
Teason congists in the usefulness of woodcuts in times of revolution, when
great demand is to be met at short notice.” »

Hence the rapid development of the woodcut in present-day China.

2

Ym the story of the development of this art has been partly written
in blood and tears. TFirst, the Wood-Bell Club of the National
Academy of Art, Hangchow, was disbanded. Then followed in its
steps the One-Fight Art Club of Shanghai. After Sepember 18, 1931
(when the Japanese began their world conquest by occupying Man-
churia), wood-engraving came to be regarded as a ‘‘dangerous’’ art
by the reactionaries. HExhibitions were banned, prints were confis-
cated and the artists were imprisoned. But obstacles and frustration
did not succeed in killing the new art. On the contrary, it grew in
strength in the struggle, as is also the case of the new literature.
Although the new art of wood-engraving was born in Shanghai,
it spread early to Peiping in the north and Canton in the south, where
the new art gained in depth and power very rapidly during the few
years since 1932. ' It was at these two places that the two nation-
wide exhibition fours of 1934 and 1935 were respectively launched.
The former began its career at the Confucian Temple in Peiping
and immediately made a better impression and exerted a greater
influence than had been hoped for even by the sponsors themselves.
The works of art were subsequently exhibited at the five great cities
of Tientsin, Taiytian, Tsinan, Shanghai and Hankow, everywhere
received with enthusiasm by the large populace. The exhibition of
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1935 started at Canton and ended at Peiping, passing twenty-seven
towns in its tour. The arch-sponsor of this new art, Lu Hsiin,
visited the exhibition when it was held in Shanghai, and was very
pleased and much moved by the efforts of those young artists. Lu
Hsiin died a short time after the exhibition, but the art that he had
brought into being in China had shown itself firmed grounded.

- Due to the encouragement of Lu Hsitin and also due to the urge
of the political environment (anti-imperialism and anti-feudalism),
the new art had a phenomenal development. Artists’ associations
and instruction classes were formed at Shanghai, Peiping, Canton,
Nanking, and even in many culturally backward places. The
number of wood-engravers grew quickly. Wood-engraving was
given a status equal to any of the established arts and was considered
a major cultural force.

Previous to the War the artists’ associations were mostly local

in nature, of which the more important included the following:

The Wood-Bell Club (Hangchow, 1929).

The One-Eight Art Club (Shanghai, 1930).

The Springfield Painting Club (Shanghai, 1931)

The Wild Wind Painting Society (Shanghai, 1932).

Shanghai Painting Research Club (Shanghai, 1933).

Chinese Wood-Engraving Research Society (Shanghai, 1933).

Peiping-Tientsin Wood-Engraving Society (Peiping, 1932).

Taiyhan Wood-Engraving Research’ Society (Taiytan, 1932).

Modern Wood-Engraving Society (Canton, 1932).

Kaifeng Wood-Engraving Research Society (Kaifeng, 1933).

Nanchang Wood-Engraving Society (Nanchang, 1934).

The T‘ao K*ung Painting Society (Shanghai, 1934).

The M. K. Wood-Engraving Society (Shanghai, 1934).

The Iron Horse Wood-Engraving Society (Shanghai, 1935).

Wild Corn-Ears Club (Shanghai, 1934).

The “Depth” Wood-Engraving Research Society (Hongkong, 1935).

The Woodeutters’ Association of Shanghai (Shanghai, 1936).
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After the outbreak of war in 1987, the wood-engravers began

to form a national association, which was known successively as:
Chinese Woodcutters’ Association for War Effort {(Hankow and later

Kweilin, 1937-1942).

Chinese Wood-Engraving Research Society (Chungking, 1942-19486),
Chinese Woodcutters’ Association (Shanghai, 1946- ).

One of the chief activities of these societies has been publication:
witness the numerous pamphlets in connection with the exhibitions,
the periodical woodcut supplements of daily papers, as well as the
essays and reprints anpearing in various periodicals.  As publications
of special historical value we may mention the following:

' Modern Wood-Engraving.
Woodcut. Both edited by the Modern Wood-Engraving Society, Canton.
Landmarks in Woad-Engraving.  Edited by Lu Hsun.
The Art of Wood. Edited by the Time Woodcutters’ Association,

Kweilin,

The Art of Wood-Engraving. Edited jointly by the Hunan, the Kwang-
tung and the Southeast Branches of the Chinese Woodceutters’ Association.

3

THE EIGHT years of war, 1937-1945, coincide with the age of
growth of wood-engraving in China. Space forbids us to go into
details, but a few salient facts claim our attention.

First we must point out that although there had been a very
strong spiritual bond among the new artists previous to the war, it
was not until 198.8 that a national organization began to form itself,
so as to concentrate the strength of all the practitioners of the art
and to push the movement into a new level of activity. Though
this national organization, owing to political reasons, twice changed
its name during the war years, it has always been true to the spirit
that gave birth to the new art and made it grow.
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