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PREFACE

I have been loving woodcut all along. Before
I saw woodcut tools, I used to imitate engraving
by using a small pencil-sharpening knife, and
when I did not engrave well, I resorted to the
brush-pen and ink to draw. In this way I almost
completed all the illustrations of “A Man in
Distress” one by one.Later on whenever I saw any
domestic or foreign woodcut, I always paid much .
attention to appreciate it. Thus the love of
woodcut took root in me rather early in my life.

While I was running “Modern Literature” in
Hongkong in 1941, all mail in Hongkong had to be
censored, but our friends of all circles did
everything possible to support that magazine.
Among them were some old friends, some new
acquaintances and some I never even had the
opportunity to meet. Huang Yan was one who
offered his support to “Modern Literature” with
his works. At that time we were friends who had
no way of meeting each other, and our only
contact was limited to letters and manuscripts.

He was then working in northern Jiangxi Province.

As it was not easy to receive letters and
manuscripts in the isolated island of Hongkong
from outside, I was exceedingly glad when I
received unexpectedly Huang Yan’s new works:
“Portrait of Lu Xun” and “Reaping” sent from
northern Jiangxi Province. I published them in the
first issue of “Modern Literature”. From then on
we wrote to each other. He told me in his letter
that he liked the novel “Life-and-Death Struggle”,
by Xiao Hong that the fate of the people in it

had aroused his sympathy and that he intended to
illustrate the book entirely with woodcuts. Both
Xiao Hong and I felt that his works were 5
intimate to us and that the style of his works was
suitable to illustrate “Life-and-Death Struggle”, so
I wrote my first letter to him on behalf of Xiao

Hong to express our agreement, because we had
already seen the woodcuts of “Life-and-Death
Struggle” published by Huang Yan in “Literature
and Art Front” before. Huang Yan felt that
although he was a man of the South, yet he had
an intimate knowledge of the spirit of the
original work and could really portray the scene
of life as depicted in the book. We had seen his
woodcut:“Old Woman Wang Driving the Horse to
the Slaughterhouse” published on the front cover
of “Literature and Art Front” in January 1941
and had expressed our hearty appreciation. That
picture showed two withered trees exposed in the
strong gale against a gloomy and empty sky and
old woman Wang was tediously driving a tired
horse to their last destiny. It had a strong
appeal and left with us a deep impression.

I still remember that at that time Huang Yan
said in his letter modestly that he had been
brought up in the South and that he could
comprehend the local conditions and customs of
Northeast China only from the book, so he hoped
we could give him our opinion without civility.But
Xiao Hong and I felt that he had expressed the
rich local atmosphere very well, and this became
a constant topic of conversation between us. Soon
afterwards, Huang Yan sent me his illustration:
“Reluctant to Part” for “Life-and-Death Struggle”.

I asked Xiao Hong to write an inscription for the
illustration. She gladly accepted my suggestion.

She wrote:“Erliban puts his hand on the fleece to

part reluctantly, his tearful hand stroking the
fleece for the last time”. After she had finished
writing this inscription, using the same words as
those in the novel, I mailed it and waited for
Huang Yan to return it after engraving, so that
I could publis}. the woodcut and the inscription
together. But we did not receive it when it should
have been re;urned to us. We guessed it was most
probably lost. In that period missing letters were
very common, so I asked Xiao Hong to write and
send him another inscription with a letter attached



asking him whether it reached him or not. I
remember that I asked Xiao Hong to write the
inscription at least three times. When Huang Yan
received it at last, he soon sent back the woodcut
rubbing of the inscription. It was published in the
third issue of “Modern Literature” in August 1941.

Not long afterwards, I received a letter from
Huang Yan in which he proposed to éngrave a
portrait of Xiao Hong and wanted me to send
him a photograph in comparatively strong
contrast of light and shade. We selected and sent
him two photograghs one after another. It was a
pity he did not receive any of them. Even to this
day Huang Yan still cannot forget this long-
cherished wish and he is determined to fulfil it.

The works of Huang Yan have his own
unique style. It is not by chance that he likes
Xiao Hong’s “Life-and-Death Struggle”. He likes
to use delicate lines and fully utilize the contrast
of light and shade to highlight the ideological
contents of his works. His way of expression in
illustrating the works of Xiao Hong is
appropriate, because Huang Yan’s works have not
only meticulous engraving method, but also bold
and unconstrained artistic conception.

Owing to the development of the war
situation later, our correspondence had to be
discontinued until after 1950, when the whole
country had been liberated. We met for the first
time when he came from Guangdong to Beijing,
but it was then impossible to meet Xiao Hong.
Nevertheless, after the ten-year disaster when
Huang Yan was collecting his past works, he
found that one of his representative works:“Search
for the Remnants of Enemy Forces” had already
been published in the fifth and the sixth combined
issue of “Modern Literature” in November 1941.
When I printed this work of Huang Yan, I used
cream-coloured glazed printing paper and brown
printing ink. Now when we look at this work
together, the past comes clearly into view and it
is long before we can calm down our excitement.

I still remember that I intended to publish a new
woodcut of his in the seventh issue of“ “Modern
Literature” and it had already been sent to the
composing room for composing. But owing to the
outbreak of the Pacific War, all the manuscripts
of that issue, which had already been proofread,
were burned to ashes together with the composing
room. “Modern Literature” was born in the
war-ridden years and was also forced to stop
publication in the flames of war.

During the hard times of the eight-year
Sino-Japanese War and the three-year China’s
War of Liberation, woodcut artists used their
painstakingly finished blocks as firewood to cook
their meals with their own hands. What a bitter
irony which cannot be smeared in history! No
more painful words! Lu Xun in his lifetime
encouraged woodcut and he told us: “Look
forward and let the past be past. We must tread
over these ashes, light the flame-red torches and
continue to proceed”.

The ten-year disaster is over. In checking up
the woodcuts still in existence, we could not find
the original woodcut blocks of Huang Yan but
could only collect some of his rubbings available.
We have compiled them in one volume, which is
this:*The Selected Woodcuts of Huang Yan”. In
fact, it would be more accurate to name it “The

’

Collection of Huang Yan Woodcuts after Disaster”.

* * * * * *

Huang Yan in his woodcuts got his
inspiration from Lu Xun and also started with
“YIN YU JI” (Collection of Soviet Woodcuts). At
first he was most deeply influenced by Klafchinko
of the Soviet Union, but from his meticulous
method of handling woodcut tools, we can also
see that he has derived much nourishment from
the woodcut and copperplate engraving works of
the West.

Continued from page—75)
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Hanshui River Bridge Project
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Going to Dig Ditches
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(1956)
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Autumn Night-An Illustration of Lu Xun’s Work
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Chongshan Park,Beijing
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Drilling at the Yangtze Gorges
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Lijiang River after Rain
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Narcissus




