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Samples of the Practice of Engraving

in the New Era
Liu Chunjie

The most significant feature of "The Power of Practice: The
Document Exhibition of Chinese Contemporary Engravings® is that
all the selected works are prize—winning engravings (except the old
collections of the producer) of those well-known International
Engravings Biennales, previous National Art/Engraving Exhibitions,
Annual Exhibition of University and College Engravings. The present
exhibition selects over 100 representative engravings from works of
the most active and excellent contemporary engravers. It is rather
rare in China to exhibit so many brilliant contemporary engravings in
one exhibition. "The Power of Practice" presents the development of
Chinese engravings in the new era from multiple perspectives. These
works can remind viewers to look back upen the history, make their
seond judgement, raise questions and seek their own answers,

Contemporary engraving after the 1980s is no longer a too! used
exclusively to illustrate and interpret politics, but a carrier in both the
experiments of various media and the pursuit of the fundamental and
authentic formal language of art under the guidance of the theory of
diversification. It has an entirely different form, compared with the
engravings born in the 1930s and the 1940s as well as those during
the Cultural Revolution. This exhibition results from the collation of
and the research on engravings after the 1980s. It is based on the
fact that due to the diversification of contemporary artistic forms and
the rationalization of art market engraving has stepped out of its
predicament This document exhibition is held to argue what force
brings se many contemporary engravers back to the creation of
engravings with unprecedentedly high enthusiasm. It questions how
this ancient form of art should survive, get close to and accepted by
the mass and thus find a new way of development in an era of muiti—
media, which is dominated by cartoons, installations and videos.

Today we deeply sense that it seems western mammonism and
culture tend to replace Chinese traditional culture and corrupt Chinese
people. Some avant-garde artists treat politics, culture, life, soul and
even human beings frivolously. This kind of attitude is mainly a foreign
thing. In the face of dazzling new arts and their corresponding markets,
a group of peaple get lost and are unconscious of what they have
said. They numb themselves as well as others. Their works are bound
to be short of imagination, personal understanding and criticism.

Indeed, there are a part of engravers who stick to dated notions

and make no progress. Their works invariably copy mountains and
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waters, rigid, stereotypical and mediocre. What's more, they often
allempt to impose a magnificent and profound theme upon the
scenery. With so many engravers of this kind and so many mediocre
works, the art of engraving is sure to drop back. However, as a matter
of fact, confronting with the West, the capitalism and foraign frivolity,
most Chinese people never truly lose their consciousness. This can
be proved by the return of traditional easel painting as well as
engraving.

Some engravers of the older generation who have already been
over seventy years old are still engaged in engraving creation. Their
experience and educalion differ a lot from those of the present young
engravers. Take Mr. Cao Mel as an example. In those days he was in
the troop in the Great Northern Wildness, opening up uncultivated
land and guarding the frontier. "One hand with a gun and the other
with a pickaxe” is his own words. The life there was difficult but Cao
always held an intensive positive attitude. He kept creating engravings
that strongly reflected the traits of the times. What a noble state of
mind! And how can those works created under such circumstances
fail to touch peaple? However, it is these engravers of the older
generation who never choose to stay in the old rut and give up leaming
and creation. Thelr new paintings, such as those of Cao Mei, Li
Zhongxiang and Xia Biguan (HK), are magnificently conceived in
original ways and possess totally fresh concepts. That is what we
mean by saying that art should always keep pace with the times.
Their works have managed to get rid of stereotypes and thus can
glow with vigor. Therefore, among artists of their generation, their
artistic practices can be taken as samples. Mid-aged and young
engravers, such as Wu Changjiang, Su Xinping, Zhang Minjie, Wang
Huaxiang, pursue more diverse artistic forms, Their engravings are
made exquisite with novel techniques and often imply profound
meanings. Apart from engraving, they also practice oil painting,
traditional Chinese painting, watercolor, installation art and have made
considerable achievements in these areas. This not only influences
their creation of engravings but also enriches their cultural identity.
Engravers of this generation are much luckier than the older
generation. They are well-educated and enjjoy a stable and excellert
environment for creation. As soon as the implementation of the reform
and opening up policy, they went aboard to appreciate international
arts. These artists should be praised because nourished by the
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traditional culture, they are fully aware that their artistic practice should
be carried out on our native stage. Their artistic journey is closely
related to their pursuit of art and sense of mission and thus they are
able to enhance the engravers' influence upon society. No matter
whether they have realized or whether they are willing to, they serve
as a link between past and future. Due to a new era featuring
abundance of materials and free spirit, young artists born in the 1970s
and the 1980s are quite radical and their sense of superiority is
reinforced. Because of the environment, some of them are apt to
shirk hard jobs and aim too high, But still there are talented and
versatile young engravers who bear hardship and demanding work.
Engravers of the young generation, like Wei Jia, Tao Jiaxiang and An
Haifeng, tend to make a diversification. They try all possibilities and
make extensive cultivation, and their achievements are abundant,
The engravings by these young artists have changed the traditional
engraving art entirely in both form and content. The achievement of
Wei Jia is especially obvious. The patterns he uses in his engravings
and oil paintings go beyond the tradition and display individual
personality. Therefore, he is able to occupy a seat in the contemporary
art circle. This is not common among engravers of his generation.
Looking at the works of young engravers, people can really discover
the diversity and infinite possibilities of engravings, sense the ambition
and gift of the young generation and thus be full of confidence toward
Chinese engravings. Cao Qiongde' s works of mixed material are
full of change. They are mysterious images and crisscross patterns
painted in dense colors. Contemporary artist Zheng Xuewu is now a
visiting scholar in four American universities and an art center. Besides
teaching and artistic creation, he also plans exhibitions in China, the
USA and Korea. He gained his fame via engravings of mixed material,
but his works of installation art are also quite spectacular, showing
unigue styles and wonderful concepts. That is why we also choose
his works for our exhibition. The forms used by these engravers in
their works became the lifeblood of the traditional engraving. There
should be ne good or bad between techniques and between formal
languages. An engraver can really produce a fine engraving only if
he/she has an all-round study of art and dares to break dated
conventions. This is truly a distinction between the professional and
the amateur.

China is now stepping into a flourish age with great tolerance
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toward different cultures. All the delicate engravings presented before
us as examples of practice show variety of media, languages and
concepts. They serve as samples to study how to keep the cultural
tradition alive and preserve our roots in artistic practice when facing
the global network of art and cultural shock. Without the cultural
tradition, we will lose ourselves and cease making pragress. Given a
macro artistic background and vast space for learning, the engravers
can tap their talent power, think creatively and therefore, produce
new concepts and energy. We should constantly absorb new
elements and open up our minds to revive engraving.

The Document Exhibition of Chinese Contemporary Engravings
in Nanjing Museum is sure to live up to all the efforts of engravers
and the generosity of the producer via exerting great influence upon
Chinese conternporary artistic practice. It will shoulder its responsibility

and fulfill its cultural mission.
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