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Gu Yuan’'s Woodcuts

Zhang Zuoming

Gu Yuan is an outstanding artist of the new Chinese woodcut, a great master of wood-block prints, who enjoys a
high reputation worldwide. During a career of nearly fifty years, he has created a large number of works dedicated to
his country and people and to the lofty cause of defending world peace and guarding the sanctity of mankind. His
woodcuts occupy an important position in the history of modern Chinese fine art.

Gu Yuan was born on August 5, 1919 into a well-to-do country family in Chongshan County, Gungdong Province,
in south China. He tasted to the full the joys of an idyllic life during his childhood and fell ardently in love with art af-
ter he entered middle school, greatly admiring the 19 th-century French “peasant painter” Jean Millet. whose paintings
of peasant life exerted a far-reaching influence on his later development.

After the outbreak of the War of Resistance Against Japan in 1937, Gu Yuan plunged into the torrent of fighting
against Japanese aggression for national salvation. In 1938 he bade goodbye to his home and dear ones and travelled all
the way to Yan'an, the world-famous base of anti-Japanese resistance, and in 1939 entered the Yan'an Lu Xun
Academy of Literature and Art to study art. After graduation he went to work at the grass-roots level in the country-
side to experience life. During this time he worked as a secretary in a township, with peasants day and night, gradually
familiarizing himself with their life, feeling, aesthetic tastes, nature and character. He sincerely admired Chinese
peasants for their sterling qualities of industry, intelligence, honesty and simplicity, loved them and discovered in them
a unique beauty, which aroused a heartfelt desire to present them through the medium of the woodcut.

His early woodcuts like Carrying Water, Transporting  ass and Flock of Sheep were lyrical, simple and true to life,
like clear water trickling from a spring. Later, as his obser ation of life, experience and thinking deepened, his wood-
cuts became more profound. The works he produced in this period, like Storing Grain in the Granary, The Office of the
District Government, Marriage Registration and Divorce Proceedings depicted the very ordinary rural life in the Yan'sn area,
but explored the formidable theme that revolution had brought thoroughgoing changes to the countryside of Northern
Shaanxi. In Brother’s Leave, GGu Yuan portrayed a soldier of the Communist-led Eighth Route Army on leave excitedly
telling his villagers about the militant life in the anti-Japanese resistance. The picture is imbued with a joyful family
atmosphere, and the images of the characters are vividly cut, very lifelike. The celebrated painter Xu Beihong highly
praised Brother’s Leave and Trusporting Grass when he visited the national woodcut exhibition in October, 1942, calling
Gu Yuan “a genius in Chinese art”, “a giant star of the new Chinese woodcut”.

At the Meeting to Reduce Land Rent and The Return of a lunaway Landlord are Gu Yuan's two most representative
woodcuts of this period. Set in the land revolution during the War of Resistance, they truthfully portray a group of im-
ages of various characters under differing yet typical circumstances. At the Meeting to Reduce Land Rent depicts how the
poor peasants who had been exploited bitterly for generations fought back by squaring accounts and reasoning with the
landlord for the reduction of land rent. Though the vivid characters are only the size of a broad bean, their features, fa-
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cial expressions and motions as well as their costumes and property are clearly shown with highly generalized crafts-
manship and typification. With its concise strokes and compact composition, this woodcut has been acclaimed as a mod-
el piece.

From 1939 to 1945 Gu Yuan produced many good woodcuts in Yan'an. The several pieces mentioned above and
The Inn with Sheds for Carts and Animals, Soldiers at Autumn Harvest, The People’s Liu Zhidan and the Old Cook’s Birthday
formed his unique style. He gradually extricated himself from the influence Western works had exerted on him in his
earlier years in terms of emphasis on the presentation of bulk and light and shade, and created a concise, bright and
novel form which had a distinct national and local character and which the masses of the people accepted and pre-
ferred. ’

Gu Yuan sought the beauty of quiet. He always chose and handled subject-matter positively, so that all his work
was natural, poetic and strongly local in flavour. His style opened up a new genre, which aroused a great response in
Yan'an at the time. It was of epoch-making significance. The Yan'an period constituted the first stage in his develop-
ment.

After victory over Japan, Gu Yuan moved with the Yan'an Lu Xun Academy of Literature and Art to the North
China liberated area in November, 1945 and joined the land reform movement in Guangling County. In May, 1947 he
went to the Northeast China liberated area via Yantai, Dalian and Korea, and took part in the land reform movement in
Wuchang County. From 1945 to 1950 Gu Yuan made a number of woodcuts in the North and Northeast China liberated
areas, such as Burning the Old Land Deeds, Human Bridge, Capturing the Landlords’ Armed Forces, On the Way to Dig Up
Treasures, Advancing Across the Yangtse, Reconstruction, The Anshan Steel Plant Restored and Auwtumn Harvest. This period
was Gu Yuan's second stage. In these years, when China was witnessing great historical changes, Gu Yuan's vision
was broadened, his rhythm became stronger, and his style reached maturity; he could carve whatever he liked with
high proficiency.

As to content and form, Burning the Old Land Deeds marked a peak in Gu Yuan's art. A masterpiece of everlasting
artistic value and farreaching significance in modern Chinese art history, it has drawn great attention in woodcut circles
both at home and abroad. It shows a group of emancipated peasants in the mighty land reform movement rushing into
a landlord’s house, searching out the deeds of the land and property he has seized from them and throwing them into
the fire. The huge flames proclaim the doom of feudal landord rule as it had existed in China for thousands of years;
the peasants smash their fetters and excitedly strike up drums and gongs for a yangge dance to celebrate their emancipa-
tion. Carved in concise strokes, compact composition and sharp black-and-white contrast, the work has strong artistic
appeal. Gu Yuan completed this masterpiece at Spring Festival, 1947, vividly recording the stormy changes that had
taken place in China and reflecting the trend of hidtorical development.

After the establishment of the People’s Republic in 1949, Gu Yuan went to Beijing and began the third stage of his
woodcut career. Since 1950 he has experienced vicissitudes but never wavered on the road of artistic exploration, con-
sistently deriving nourishment from the people and absorbing the quintessence of Chinese and foceign art, giving full
play to his talents, so that his art has reached the extent of its perfection. As his themes are daily widened and his artis-
tic language becomes increasingly rich and colourful, each woodcut he makes is a refreshingly new concept in an origin-
al style.

Until 1957 New China was thriving on every front, her production ever more flourishing. The victory of the revolu-
tion and the prosperous future of the country encouraged Gu Yuan to make woodcuts with grater zeal. Taking liberated



China as his main theme, he created a large number of works, like Workers Going to Night School, The Beiyjing Cultural
Palace of the Working People, Cane Field, A Scene in Shanxing, South China in March and Liu Zhidan and the Red Army to
praise the victory of the people and their creative labour and the history of revolutionary struggle and the new post-
revolutionary life. Among these, Cane Field and Liu Zhidan and the Red Army marked another high peak in Gu Yuan's
art.

Gane Field presents a scene in South China, where rivers quietly crisscross the land as evenly as a mirror. In the
green fields dotted with huts farmers are busily havesting cane, while orioles and swallows fly freely overhead. En-
graved in simple strokes, the woodcut is as lyrioal as a moving musical passage.

Liw Zhidan and the Red Army was made in 1957 for the celebration of the 30th anniversary of the founding of the
Chinese People’s Liberation Army. Liu Zhidan waa a popular leader in North Shaanxi. As early as in 1944 Gu Yuan
had made a woodcut of him entitled The People’s Liu Zhidn, and after the founding of the People’s Republic he painted a
New-year picture of him. The 1957 woodcut is perfect in ideological concept, the portnaval and presentation; it has been
highly praised at home and abroad as one of the best contemporary Chinese woodcuts. It depicts Liu Zhidan and his
Peasant Red Army talking between battles, subtly delineating the nature of the people’s army. In composition, the work
focuses on the main subject, with Liu Zhidan placed in the centre and soldiers coming from all around. Liu Zhidan is
shown naturally and in clear relief. The use of sharp black-and-white contrast in large patches is ingenious and novel.
The characters’ expressions and clolthes and the background are superbly engraved. Gu Yuan's delicate craftsmanship
and profound experience made this woodcut a pioneering work.

Subsequent political movements, espedially the “cultural revolution”, greatly disturbed Gu Yuan's output. Although
dejected, the fire of art never died in his heart, and his convictions never changed. The downfall of “the Gang of Four”
in October, 1976 brought and end to the chaotic years, and Gu Yuan's enthusiasm was rekindled. Within a short period
he made many new woodcuts, such as Glad Tidings in October, Elegies and Militant Poems, Early Spring and Snow to ex-

press his personal feelings and eulogize the victory of the people.

In the last ten years, although Gu Yuan holds many leading posts and busy sooial work takes up a lot of his time
and energy, he has never put down his knife but has perservered inremittingly with his art. His recent works are pre-
gnant with greater craftsmanship and meaning, as in Giving Sweetness, where the labour of bees and their keepers con-
veys the artist’s message:“ Labour like bees to make spiritual honey for the people.” The emphasis is on the delineation
of this concept, giving free rein to the imagination through limited images.

In In Praise of the Camel, Gu Yuan shows two great camels with the insoription:* They labour under heavy loads,
getting little, giving mudh, In heat or cold, wind or drought, they march on with heads high.” The camls describe the
working people and reflect the bobility of the artist himself.

Gu Yuan is a high-minded artist. He is straightforward, experienced and prudent, earnest and down-to-earth. He is
gentle, taciturn, keen-eyed, thoughtful, intelligent and witty. He loves the working people as the creators of the material
and spiritual wealth of mankind, as parents who have fed and clothed him. His woodcuts show this. The well-known
poet Ai Qing once said:* No artist but Gu Yuan can reflect so extensively the life of honest Chinese peasants in the
democratic revolution. His models, be they peassants, sodiers women or children, are all bathed in new, democratic sun-
shine; they are no longer humiliated slaves; the tribulations that the Chinese people bore for thousands of years are
gone from their faces. His works well express their honest, sincere and kindly features.”

Gu Yuan's heart has always been one with that of the Chinese people, and his art belongs to them.
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