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Preface

Read the “Madman”: My Experienée as A Reader of and an lllustrator

for Lu Xun's “A Madman's Diary”

Zhao Yannian

| first encountered Lu Xun's story ‘A Madman’s Diary” at about the age
of fourteen or fifteen. As a boy, who knew little about the world, | was only
impressed by the absurdity of the protagonist, in whose eyes “people’s talks
are all poison, and their smiles are all daggers” But then | neither understood
nor tried to understand such issues as why he was mad and in what ways he
showed his madness.

When | read the story again and again as a more and more mature man, |
became increasingly touched by its profoundness. However, | went no further
than the impression of the mad image itself.

It was not until the 1970s and 80s that | began to gain better
understandings of the story. | began to pay attention to what human nature Lu
Xu was trying to expose. From 1974 to 1978, | was making preparations for my
woodblock prints of Lu Xun's “The True Story of Ah Q’ which | had promised
myself to do when | was a despised old fashioned artist under custody in
the depth of the Cultural Revolution. During this time, | read and illustrated
a number of Lu Xun’s works and began to feel a strong desire to illustrate ‘A
Madman’s Diary” This desire grew stronger in the 80s after | had illustrated
more of Lu Xun's works.

By now | had | read the story many times. Now | knew the “Madman” was
not mad at all. In fact, he was a most conscientious man who followed the
common sense of the right and wrong.

He was a man of sincerity, sympathy and courage.

It was this man who gallantly held out his arms and appealed loudly to the
world: “Save the Children!”

It took me quite some time to find the best way to express this feeling
with my knife. As the story was short, [ must do it in small number of pictures.
My first and biggest difficulty was to put into visible form the suppression that
the Madman deeply felt in him and his bitter resistance, yet my space was very
limited. So | did a lot of sketches and lined them up, trying to figure out the
relationship between what Lu Xun wanted to say in the story and what | would
compose in the pictures.

At length | came up with a clear image of my Madman. | decided that he
must be a handsome man of pure and noble air, a man that sees the world
clearly and faces it with courage and confidence. Straight chisel would be
used as the major tool for the effect of combination of blocks and planes, and
contrast between large areas of black and white would be created for a dynamic
keynote. What | tried to convey was the Madman's restless thoughts and his
hope unquenched by desperation.

A few examples are in order,

-—-Illustration Il

Tonight the moon is very bright.

The white colour out of the door symbolizes the moonlight. The window
lattices on both sides of the door form the shape of a cangue, which imprisons
the Madman, but could not stop the moonlight of freedom beaming from
outside the window. The blackness on hoth sides of the picture stands in
contrast to the whiteness in the middle, making the moon brighter, and the
silhouetted Madman, weak but with a noble air, is presented as pure and



beautiful as the moon, though the world regarded him as a crazy monster.

---- Illustration VII :

| can’t sleep at night. Everything requires careful consideration if one is to
understand it.

In a sleepless night a man keeps his eyes wide open, therefore my picture
only shows the upper part of the Madman'’s face, focusing on the pair of
eyes, in which there is a half-misty look, as if their owner is meditating over
the paradoxes and puzzles of life, doubtfully. With the contrast of black and
white, the eyes impress one as both dull and clear, showing that he is thinking
profoundly and widely. About his head are large blocks of white and black,
about the same size, rugged in shape, symbolizing the complicated thoughts
swirling in the Madman’s mind, which adds to the space in picture an intangible
air of profoundness and distress.

—~-lllustration XXXV

However, knowing that the weight was false | struggled out.

Here | tried to show the hitter resistance with all one’s strength. Most of
the picture is occupied with pyramid- shaped piles of logs, and the thick clouds
in the sky. Against this horizontal heaviness stands the vertical black and white
man, forming a dynamic pose. The Madman’s unyielding figure pierces through
the pyramids, clouds and heavens, “with every effort’, to stand upon the top of
the oppressive mountains. There is both dynamic defiance and determination
to fight to the last. In the composition | tried to express the theme forcefully
and dynamically with contrasts between large blocks of black, white and gray
colours.

-—[llustration XXXVII

Perhaps there are still children who haven't eaten men? Save the children....

| put a reversed triangle in the black upper part of the picture, pointing
downward to bring in a sense of impending crisis; yet the triangle is also a split
in the darkness, suggesting of hope. The Madman's open arms and the flapping
gown indicate his determination to break out of bondage at all cost. He seems
ready to make his leap with the war cry. His small figure stands in contrast to
the white triangle above, the white block underneath and the blackness that
fills the whole picture, where both violence and harmony are created from the
conflicts between gray, white and black, between activity and stillness, and
between the big and the small. The picture not only shows the present situation
of oppression, but also expresses defiance and hope.

All together | created 38 illustrations of the print for The Madman’s Diary.
When | was doing this, | almost physically felt the impact of Lu Xun's sharp
analysis, revelation and criticism of human nature and of China’s feudalistic
society. | have come to realize that the richness of Lu Xun's thoughts could
not be fully grasped and understood before his original works has been very
carefully read and thought over.
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Two brothers, whose names | need not mention here, were both good friends of mine
in high school; but after a separation of many years we gradually lost touch. Some time
ago | happened to hear that one of them was seriously ill, and since | was going back to
my old home | broke my journey to call on them. | appreciate your coming such a long
way to see us, but my brother recovered some time ago and has gone elsewhere to
take up an official post. Then, laughing, he produced two volumes of his brother’s diary,
saying that from these the nature of his past illness could be seen and there was no
harm in showing them to an old friend.
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SRp L, REFMAR. Tonight the moon is very bright.
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[3]

ARRED, FIERFRE? RGEHE. Otherwise why should the Zhao's dog have looked at me twice? | have reason for my

fear.






[4]

FEHINOHT], RRSENREER, UFEEEHR, £EEATA, X This morning when | went out cautiously, Mr. Zhao had a strange look in his eyes, as if he
SEERNGLE. were afraid of me, as if he wanted to murder me. There were seven or eight others who
discussed me in a whisper.






[5]

BERB/NEZHFETAN, X, BRERFR. REF | wondered what grudge these children could have against me to make them behave like
=5 (A (DI 7i: this. | could not help calling out, “Tell me!” But then they ran away.






