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Preface

Cutiing paper designs as a folk art datesS many centuries back in China,
But it was within fairly recent times that it began to hold a distinguished
place in modern creative arts, During the war against Japanese invaSion
(1937—1945), progresSive artists in Yan’ an, then the center of resistance
led by the Chinese Communist Party, explored the papercut art to serve a
contemporary purpose, Since the founding of the People’s Republic, more
people have cultivated this art to give expression to the growth of industry
and agriculture and the way of life under a new social ordér.

Shen Peinong’s papercuts concentrate on children, He has kept to this
theme for many years and turned out a large amount of papercuts in a style
clearly distinct from that of others, His works are plain, succinct and
graceful, and show the artist’s great love for the young, He discriminatively
draws from the works of others to create the expressive, fascinating and
decorative “Shen” style characterized by a harmonious combination of bold
strokes and meticulous details,

Shen’s papercuts are usually moderate in size, The human figures are in
most cases conspicuously placed in the center against a plain background,
The complexion and facial expression, slightly exaggerated, bespeak childish
yearnings, They are not all alike; each has individuality and is typically
representative of his or her peers, One can tell from their big eyes, plump
round face and small nose and mouth that they are the works of Shen

Peinong,
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Students in primary and secondary schools are fond of Shen’s papercuts,
His figures are lovely portraits of their young pals and models for copying
as well, Adults are attracted in no less degree, The collection in the album
shows children singing, dancing, playing ball games, swimming, planting
flowers and trees, gleaning wheat fields, picking shells on seasides, studying,
thinking in silencesseescenes familiar to people in everyday life, These figures
take people back to their own childhood days, and this probably explains
the artistic appeal of Shen’s papercuts,

Shen Peinong got his start in art by sheer coincidence, At age eight,
rheumatoid arthritis crippled him for life, The disease later spread to most
of his joints, Forced into isolation, he struggled to rise from desperation
by trying his hand at painting, Chinese traditional medicine, foreign language,
children’s poetry and several other endeavors, His mind often went back
to his school days, With smiling faces of his old pals keeping flashing across
his mind, he yearned to he back in the midst of them, But now there was
nothing left of his youthful life but dullness and the nostalgia of his childhood,

In 1954, Shen and his family moved to a typical walled-in courtyard
shared by many families, The children rollicking about aroused in him a
strong desire to depict their buoyancy, One day, he acci&entally ran into a
papercut artist Sun Yanyun who was to be the first person to introduce him
to the art,

The children around him shared the joys with their unfortunate big hrother
Shen, This gave him a unique chance to observe their dress and behavior,
and understand their childly fancies and beautiful aspirations, thus putting
him in touch with the trends and changes that were taking place in the outside
world. Gradually his interest in life revived, his vision broadened, and he
decided to reintegrate himself with life through art, using children as theme,

From then on, he spent all his time observing and sketching children

and cut the figures on paper, Gradually his works won recognition, Repro-
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ductions hegan to appear first in art shops and later as hook cover designs,
illustrations, vignettes, wall scrolls, greeting cards and other Souvenirs
for tourists, The subjects covered all kinds of children’s activities that
reflect the societal trends of the time, Feeling himself to be one with the
children, he found he was once again back in their midst, seeing the world
through their eyes, His dedication and sincerity kept him searching for new
ways of expression,

A great opportunity came in 1963 when he gained access to a large
collection of traditional papercuts from the northwestern provinces of China,
He made copious copies, The style of these papercuts, plain, free, imagina-
tive and romanticized through accentuated expressions, was an eye-opener to
Shen, The experience marked a turning point in his art career, He turned
away from the realistic and graphic style that had thitherto restrained his
imaginative power, and switched to the traditional style, The composition
and decor of his works and the forms of his figures began to take on a
new appearance,

In “Feeding Chicks”(p,153), for instance, the human figure is set in eye-
level perspective, and the hair, fingers, borders on the dress, the down of the
chicks, the flowers and some of the ornamental lines are all saw-toothed
or crescentic, which is typical traditional style, This technique simplifies
perspective, facilitates artistic exaggeration and enhances plainness besides
making the cutting easier,“Proffering a Little White Flower”(p,171) depicts a
small girl standing before a wreath in memory of the late Premier Zhou Enlai,
The drop of tear on her cheek and the multi-layered paper flower exemplify
the cutting technique of traditional papercut art, This piece of work speaks
well for the artist’s great love and respect for the late Premier,

Saw-toothed and crescentic lines, a powerful form of expression in
papercuts, clearly differentiate them from drawings, Shen Peinong is not

only well-versed in the technique but develops it by varying the length,

6



thickness, form and density of the lines to suit the characteristics of the
subject matter,

A woodcut artist usually leaves plenty of open space in the design so
that one can see through it with no ‘thick strokes to block the eyesight,
Shen’s black-and-whites, however, mix thick strokes with finely-executed
details to enhance contrast between black and white and retain the “trans-
lucency” of papercuts at the same time, His technique is a clear departure
from the traditional style, For color works, Shen uses the common gaudy
red discriminatively and applies different colors to enhance the theme, His
homemade color wax set was called by the Japanese papercut artist Masizo
Fujiyi the “Shen’s magic tool”,

While stressing the importance of learning from trzditional papercut,
Shen as a renovator insists that the artist should constantly improve his
skill and create new forms to give expression to the changing times, He
believes that as long as the artist follows the new trends, his works will
have new appeal, and that the vitality of papercut art depends on the artist’s
readiness t6 draw his themes from reality and use his art to serve society,
Guided by these ideas, Shen has developed his art over the years to become
the founder of a nmew artistic style of papercut with children as the main
subject,

Self-educated Shen Peinong came a long way over-a tortuous path, He
fought and conquered his illness, went through the joys and sorrows of a
pioneering artist, weathered the storm of the “cultural revolution” -emerging
from every twist and turn more matured and determined, Shen has remained
single, devoting his whole being to the pursuit of higher aims of life, He
draws strength from a famous passage by Lu Xun, China’s foremost writer,
“What is a path? A path is only opened by man ‘treading on what used to
be pathless grounds overgrown with brambles,” He also derives inspiration

from the disabled hero Pauel Korchagin in the Soviet novel “How the Steel
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Was Tempered” as well as from the life of great artists, After thirty years
of hard study and practice, not intrequently struggling against tremendous
odds, and learning conscientiously from the art of great masters, Chinese
and foreign, he has eventually established himself as an influential papercut
artist praised for his meritorious service to society, Meanwhile, he beauti-
fully exemplifies the potential of the handicapped,

Recalling his past, Shen Peinong has this to say, “I don’/t think I have
contributed much, nor have I blazed a trail, so to speak, All I can say is
that I traversed a difficult path, I’m proud to have risen from disability
and enjoy equal right to study and work and enjoy the amenities of life,
I’m equally proud to be member of a society that has turned me into a useful
citizen, instead of throwing me overboard, I cannot remember the dates of
my works, but I do remember the efforts I made and the physical pains I
put up with in producing my works, They are like my footprints over a
tortuous path,”

This is probably the most suitable and objective assessment of the artist’s

life said in his own words,

Zhang Fenggao'
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My Autobiography

My name is Shen Peinong. 1 was born in March 1936 in Baodi County,
Hebei Province. At age seven, 1 entered the private Xin Hua Primary
School, In the third year, I suddenly contracted rheumatoid arthritis,
I managed to complete the fourth year before the pain was too much for me
to continue my study. In 1948 when I got better, I went to the private Sheng
Xin Middle School, but had to drop out in the winter of 1949, again for
health reason, From then on, T was confined in bed, completely deprived
of the joys of childhood.

My brother got me the Soviet novels “How the Steel Was Tempered” and
“The Story of Zoya and Suela”and some novels by Lu Xun, I pored over them.
They seemed to give me a ray of hope, I began to understand the meaning
of life, and gained from the heroes and heroines enough courage to fight for
a meanful existence. After some hard thinking, I came to the conclusion
that | must learn a skill and live an active life. That was my only way out,

Bétween 1953 and 1956, I tried to learn painting,foreign, language, acupunc-
ture and several other skills to find out which was the best for me, In fall
1957, 1 was recommended to work in a district cultural center in Beijing as
a volunteer.Someone there told me that another volunteer worker Sun Yanyun
was good at papercut and showed me some of his works, I could hardly move
my eyes away from his fascinating papercuts, Then and there I knew [ had
found my choice for a career, Having thus decided, I began to learn the art

with all my heart. The following year, the Spring Festival issue of the Beijing
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Daily used my woodcut for the first time as a vignette for a feature story,
Other leading newspapers such as the People’s Daily and journals like Folk
Peotry and Drawings published my papercuts several times with my name
~nd sometimes plus a brief account of my past and present.

In the summer of the same year, I was admitted to a Sparetime papercut
hobby group at the Beijing Popular Arts Center where I met two papercut
veterans, Zhuang Ping and Teng Fenggian. Their guidance was of great help
to me. In 1960, 1 was appointed a counsellor to the Papercut Group of the
Beijing Children’s Palace. In the summer of 1963 when the Central Newsreel
and Documentary Film Studio did a documentary “The Papercut Art”, 1 was
commissioned to make enlarged copies of the folk papercuts collected by
artist Zhang Ding in earlier years from China’s northwestern provinces, In
the process; I had the unique opportunity of studying at close range their
ancient unsophisticated style that accentuates vividness of the human figures.
The composition was concise, with little unnecessary details in the back-
ground. These papercuts from northwest China was a treasure house to me,
eagerly learned their style and expression and applied them to my own works,
I My “Feeding Chicks”, considered one of my representative works, was a
revised version of the traditional style from the northwest,

Besides the northwest tradition, I went on to study the lucid and bright
tone of the Shandong variety, the smooth lines in the Jiangsu style and
the graceful forms in the Zhejiang tradition, By assimilating and developing
their strong points, I formed a style of my own.

Came the cataclysm of 1966 which marked the start of the so-called
cultural revolution, My home was searched and all my handiwork and collec-
tions were seized and put to torch. Heart-broken but defiant, I vowed never
to part with my chosen art, Ten years later, China’s art and .literature
came back to life, Once again T took up paper and scissors, starting from

scratch,
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In early March 1977, 1 did the color papercut “Proffering a Little White
Flower” in commemoration of the late Premier Zhou Enlai, I used rice paper,
art paper, silver paper and copy paper for different parts of the design,
varying cutting techniques, And to give the design a basrelief effect, I supple-
mented cutting with appliqueing, mosaicking and color patching. This papercut
won public acclaim at the 1977 National Art Exhibit,

From 1978 on, my papercut designs have been widely reproduced to
decorate souvenirs fortourists such as wall scrolls, papercut folders, bookmarks,
greeting cards, towels, scarfs, ceramics, letter bags and wall decorations,
Several of my papercuts were shown at a toy exhibit held in New York in
1979, the International Year of the Child.

I am now a member of the Beijing Branch of the Chinese Artists’ Asso-
ciation, the Deputy General Secretary of the Papercut Society of the Chinese
Folk Art Association, a member of the Beijing Folk Art Institute and a
member of the Beijing Committee for the Handicapped.

Now my rheumatoid arthritis is spreading to my fingers and | am suffer-
ing from vascular headache. I have to use a wheelchair in place of the
clutches that had accompanied me for many years.

I know life is getting more difficult for me, but I am full of hope, 1
can see with my mental eyes verdant meadows and little red flowers swaying

in a spring breeze, inviting me to go on and on and on,...

Shen Peinong
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