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INTRODUCTION

Although the history of Chihese indigenous wood-engraving 'c‘overs a
period of about fifteen hundred years, the emergence of a Renaissance
wood-eng'raving in China occurred no more than fifteen vears ago. The
revival of Chinese wood-engraving coincided with, and was one aspect of,
the slow outgrowth of China’s feudalism. While its Renaissance was

- belated, in compamson with any other branch of art, Wood—enmavmg, once
started on Jts rebirth, went forward in rapid strides anrl S001 ovexmok 1ts
sister arts

The delay of the Renaissance may be asu'ﬂ)ed to the pdrtmuhrlv

heavy pressure brought upon the art of wood-engraving by redctxonar;y

ideas inle ited from the feudalistic and compradore systems prevaleat in

China during this period.  Its swift development in the later stage was
due to the fact that young wood-engravers became subjectively conscious
6f the urgoot need to resist the influence of anything which stunted tile
growth oi" art.

In the old days, there was a tendency to regard woold-engraving as an
inferior manual craft having nothing to do with art.  The wood-engraver
was a menial artisan.  In some cases, he might be a man who possessed
no knowledge of writing or drawing. He merely imitated a pattern done
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by others. Furthermore, the prolonged presence.of a feudal society in
China forced wall arts and crafts into a state of anachronism. With the
invasion of capitaliét civilisg,tion, modern methods of printing:----stereotype
Photogravure,' lithography, copperplate printing, zinc-plate printing:-----
stormed the dilapidated bulwark of feudalism in China, and drove old style
wood-engraving, which was already on the decline, toward extermination.

We are all indebted to Mr. Lu Hsun, the titanic leading figure in
modern Chinese culture, for his worthy contributions to the revival of the
art of wood-engraving. Under his guidance, it grew and reached maturity
swiftly. ~ Mr. Lu-Hsun was the first to introduce to China the‘modern
art of wood-engraving. What is more important, he set the course for
modern engraving to follow. He made of wood-engraving, hitherto a
timid and compromised art, a potentially poignant and powerful weapon
of the people against imperialism and feudalism. '

The course that modern wood-engraving steered was relatively
straight. No sooner was it introduced to China than it accepted a spirit
of healthy realism and went forward steadily in harmony with the demands
of the people and the current trend of the modern age. Thus, it under-
went only a brief pericd of imitation and almost instantly set up a stage
of its own, independent and original. It has become an art welcomed by
the millions and feared by the few. '

It may be pointed out that the brief history of the art of wood
engraving provides a measure of -evidence of the awakening of people's
consciousness. The Chinese people hac} been experiencing this awakening

2.



for the past-fifty years; during -which- period they went through three
different stages: the first covered the period before ané after 1919, the
éocond, before ard after the May 4 th Campaign, and the third, recent
years. In 1919, the awakening of nationalism and patriotism formed the -
main stream of the revolution, the general demands at that time being the
overtu n of the Manchurian Dynasty and the early realization of prosperity
and armament of China. Throughout the May 4th Campaign, it was
the awakening of modernism, in other words, the awakening of the capitalist.
clags, that took the lead of the revolutionary movement. Such slogans as
“Anti-Imrerialism?”, “Anti-Feudalism”, and “Democracy and Science”, were
at the outset more or less tinged with the views of the upper and middle
¢lasses.  In recent years, these appeals have become universal and have
taken a concrete form, shaping the policy of the new democratic groups
which have the people as their enthusiastic supporters. We may ecall this
last stage the period of the awakening of people’s consciousness.

It is here that modern wood-engraving occupies a prominent positién.
Energetic wood-engravers stand oat conspicuously and gloriously in the
struggle of the Chinese people for freedom. Their efforts are most
praissworthy. Duriﬁg the eight long years of our war of resistance
:Lgainst. Japan, they contributed. more to the total war effort than did any
other art. Their assiduous efforits and remarkable achievements have -
beou_ recognized by the Chinese peoplc as well as our Allied friends.
The publication by the All China Wood-engraving = Society of the
‘Wooldcuts of War-time China, 1937—1945” (printed by the Kai Ming
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Book Compary, Shanghai, 1945), has provided for us a distinguished

record of their brilliant dccomplishments.  The enormous suecess of the

book, both in China:and foreign countries, testifies to the superb artistic
level attaihed by wood-éngravers.

" The present book may be considered a sister volume of the “Woodcuts
of War-time China, 1987—1945”, and a few works included in the earlier
collection may be found also on these pages. However, the present
volume is characterized by the fact that its selections are confined to
the works of wood-engravers of North China.

" Despite the fact that wood-engravers, whether in the North or the
South, are producing works for the people under the same guiding spirit
of Tealism, the different circurﬁstaﬁces under which they live motivate
them along divérgent courses with regard to style and conception. ~ The
purpose of selecting works on a geographical basis, therefore, is to provide
readers with a distinct vision of the relationshif between, and mutual
functions of, subjective efforts and objective circumstances.

Wood-engravers in the North have been living in a vigorous and
hopeful atmogphere.  The inflience of the life of the liberated people
has permeated their work, which reflects, in appearance, behaviour or mood,
the self-reliance and unity of the peasants, workers, townsfolk z;nd soldiers.

This is seldom seen in wood-engravings in the South. Generally speaking,

wood-bngravlhga préduced in the North have a force lacking in the somber -

tone of Southern works. The same trend may be discerned in other arts,
but it is ‘evidenced most conspicuously in the realm of wood-engraving.

4



The educational significance of Northern Wood-engravings, moreover,
i8 more obﬁous than in the South. = The influence of art is used cons-
ciously in an attempt to rationalize and improve the life of the people.
The social signifieance attached to this work may help to explain my
recommendation of the present selections.

Included also in this volume are some window decorations and calendar
drawings done by Northern wood-engravers. The simplicity and unadorned
beauty of these works is particularly noteworthy. Fresh blood has been
_tmnsfused into an archaic and dying art, an art which now bears the
imprint of the people.

Qur nation is now on the eve of rejuvenation; so is our art. We

will forever preserve this vital force and nurture its growth and spread.
L/}' .
Kwe u?o.

Translated by Lee Chia
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