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1 Xu Huamin (1925-1989),

an administrator in the
history department at
Peking University both
before and after the
Cultural Revolution
(1965-1976).

2 A standard abbreviation
of Peking University,
established in 1898

XuBing Foreword: The Path of Repetition and the Imprint

The works included in this book are limited to prints from my past, works that now seem
quite naive. Whether it is in terms of concept or technique, they can’t really compare to the
work of many of today’s woodblock students. But at least they are honest in the way that
they reflect the circumstances of one person, during one period in time.

In recent years, there has been a growing institutional interest in these older prints.
It is, I feel, their attempt to find amongst these traces the source of my more recent work.
This book has been published with a similar goal in mind, and for that reason, two
essays have been added as an appendix. They do not specifically deal with the prints,
but can still function as a gloss of these early prints and also provide commentary on
the works that followed.

In one of these essays I describe my path to the study of printmaking as “predestined.”
And given that you can’t “outrun” fate, adaptation is more or less the best approach to
confronting any situation. Such an attitude, in step with the rhythms of nature, makes
it easy to do things well. Not to “push back” against circumstance is the tradition of our
ancestors, a principle with definite philosophical depth.

Although I never thought I wanted to study printmaking, I was in fact raised on
the purest of “Socialist Printmaking” traditions. Beginning in childhood, my father’s'
instruction was as rigid as a block of wood, his praise rare. But the one thing that gave him
satisfaction was my love for art: the thought that I might fulfill his dream of becoming a
painter. (Before 1949, my father was a student at the Shanghai Art School, but he was nearly
arrested and had to leave his studies due to his underground party work.)

This is what he would do for me: when the classrooms at Beida® were being cleaned, he
would collect the illustrated sections of discarded periodicals so that I could cut and paste

them into albums.
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Among his own collection of books, the most weighty was a complete bound set of
Hongqi magazine, starting with the first issue.” It was my favorite thing to read because the
inside or back cover would always include one or two artworks, the majority of which were
prints, either black and white or in color.

Due to its clarity and simplicity, the print was best adapted to the letterpress
technology of that period. The Communist Party practice of advocating the use of the print
first began during Yan’an,” when a printmaker working in the liberated areas’ would have
his block fitted on the press to be printed in a magazine or newspaper the moment he had
finished carving it.

The early utility of the new Chinese printmaking movement’ was to quickly and
definitively establish its own identity as a style. A transformation in the relationship
between art and society taking place at the time thus led to the formation of a new and
effective artistic style. (I discuss this point in greater detail in the accompanying essay
“Understanding Gu Yuan.”) The best works of this “Chinese School” of printmaking
were chosen for publication and thereby sent among the people. Through my cutting and
pasting, the albums that I created as a youth naturally came to form a definitive Anthology
of Socialist-era Chinese Printmaking.

One small benefit of the misfortune of the Cultural Revolution was that I received a
gift from Mr. Zhao Baoxu’ of woodcutting tools, French ink and catalogues like Northern
Woodcuts.” We didn’t have much to read then, so I was raised on that stuff.

New Chinese printmaking undoubtedly had an influence on me. As a style, it is
meticulous and methodical. It possesses something of the Chinese decorative style: a
sense of craft and of completeness. In some ways reminiscent of newspaper masthead
illustrations, it has an explanatory quality. Its singular visual effectiveness was redeployed
in Cultural Revolution woodblock propaganda prints, further solidifying its place as a
distinct style.

During the later period of the Cultural Revolution, in the work that I did for my school
and in the propaganda work that I did for the commune bulletin board newspaper, I was
in constant contact with this style; its place within my aesthetic experience was secured. So
when I began my studies in the printmaking department of The Central Academy of Fine
Arts, I could easily grasp this set of traditions because I was the “child” of its methods.

In addition to the factors I describe above, my fate with prints was also a question of
personality. The aspect of completeness in the printing process, for instance, well satisfies
the perfectionist tendencies of my personality type, tendencies which may be coincidental

to my interest in printmaking or which may have been bred into me through its study.
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3 Honggqi (Redflag) was
the flagship magazine of
the Chinese Communist
Party (CCP) from 1958
to 1988. In 1988, it was

renamed Qiushi.

4 Yan'an City, located

in the Shanbei region

of Shaanxi Province,
functioned as the base of
power for the CCP from
1937 to 1948.

5 Liberated areas =
jiefangqu were those areas
under CCP control during
the Chinese Civil War.

6 The new Chinese

print movement =
xinxing banhua yundong
began in the early 1930s
under the guidance and
encouragement of author
and scholar Lu Xun
(1881-1936).

7 (1922-
Senior Professor of

) currently

international relations at
Peking University. The title
“Mr." is used here, later

in this essay and at other
points in this publication
as an honorific title.

8 Northern Woodcuts =
Beifang Muke, published
by Gaoyuan Bookstore
(Shanghai) in 1947.



Sometimes the maturity of a work of art is a matter of its sense of “completeness.”
What printmaking —and especially woodblock printmaking—brings to a work is an
organic sense of completeness, a quality that derives from the neat edges created by the
“prescribed” imprint.

9 *A New Exploration and In the essay A New Exploration and Reconsideration of Pictorial Repetition,” 1 wrote that,
Semesldbreiomal FIFIeCH Any two dimensional artwork takes the form of a mark left on the surface of
Repetition” = Dui Fushuxing

Huihua de Xin Tansuo yu Zai a canvas. But the mark of the print, which derives from the prescribed processes
Renshi is an excerpt from
Xu Bing's MFA thesis. It was
first published under this title art forms), wherein the mark takes shape amidst the movement of the brush.
in the October 1986 number
of Art = Meishu, the official
journal of the China Artists multifaceted, animated, elastic beauty, which also constitutes an aesthetic value

Association.

of plate-making and impression, is distinct from that of the brush (as in other
Therefore, what may be called a fluid mark has an uncertain quality, a rich,

unique to painting and drawing, whereas the mark of the print is comparatively
defined and fixed.

Such a mark can assume two divergent forms:

A) flatness: because ink or pigment is transferred onto the page through a press,
printmaking can achieve an extreme degree of flatness, thinness, uniformity and

clarity that all produce a beauty ordered, clean and sharp;

B) intense texture: the effects of pressure in the printing process bring the physical
qualities of the medium into stark relief on the surface of the print. In these deep,
solid and defined visual qualities there exists a forceful and almost tangible beauty.
This, the beauty of the prescriptive imprint, is the fixed rendering of a mark of

transient emotion.

“Specificity” as to “form” is a decision, a judgment made by the printmaker as he
determines the relationship between black and white in the final image. This means that the
print must distance itself from the natural appearance of things. It is a relationship a bit like
the discrepancy that exists between the stylized gestures of traditional opera and real life,
the former a highly crystallized version of the later. Artistic forms and the natural world
are distinct; however, each possesses a sense of completeness in its own right. As soon as it
comes off the press, a print has already taken its final form and possesses just that sense of
completeness. This is my first point.

Secondly, my interest in printmaking relates directly to my interest in typography.

The “creative print” is a Western genre. It is the art of the Western intellectual, a sort of
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