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In October 1958, Huang Xinbo and his daughter, Huang Yuan, in Beijing.

“When you set foot in a new place, are surrounded
by a new environment, and haven’t met anyone from
your hometown, things are bound to feel unfamiliar.
Anyone leaving home for the first time feels this
way... | was the same age as you when [ left home,
more than twenty years ago, but that experience was
quite different than yours today. At that time, | had to
look for food, a job, and clothes to wear. If you were
penniless, people wouldn’t visit you even if they knew
you, so | really had no one to confide in.”

—Letter from Huang Xinbo to Huang Yuan,

13 September, 1958

This is a passage from a letter my father wrote to
me on 13 September, 1958. At that time, | was 16
years old. | had just been admitted to university and
had left Guangzhou for Tianjin. [ found the sudden
transition from the south to the north so strange
and unsettling that | begged to go home after only
about ten days. My father comforted, guided and
encouraged me with his own experiences as a

young man.

The exhibition From Distress to Hope: Modern China
in the Woodblock Printing of Huang Xinbo includes
eight personal letters written by my father, between
the 1930s and the 1970s — to Mr. Lu Xun, Japanese
writer Kawasaki Daiji, cartoonist Yu Suoya, writer
Jiang Deming, and to me — that present his personal
perspectives on war, revolution, art, social change
and family, at critical moments in his life. Displayed
alongside more than 20 representative woodblock
prints, these letters provide insight into the
thoughts and ideas behind his depictions of the
most turbulent and challenging years of 20th-

century Chinese history.

In his youth, my father was influenced by the New
Culture Movement in China. At the age of 17, he met
Mr. Lu Xun and began to create woodcuts under his
guidance. His artistic philosophy remained aligned
with Mr. Lu Xun'’s ideas of humanism, critical realism
and the notion of “art for life’s sake”. His enduring
love for literature infused his works with a poet’s
passion, earning him the reputation of “the most

poetic lyrical woodcut artist” in China.
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In 1935, at the age of 19, Huang Xinbo was among

the third wave of Chinese students to travel to Japan.

In Tokyo, he soaked up the cultural influences of the
East and the West, and independently dedicated
himself to developing his skills in woodblock
printing. He particularly improved his technique

in wood engraving, creating works with a delicate
and lyrical character. In the 1940s, in Guilin, his
artistic explorations helped him to develop a strong
personal style that was rich in symbolism, allegory
and philosophical depth. In Hong Kong, between
1946 and 1948, he produced a batch of woodcuts
that would fully exemplify his style and signify
another landmark in his artistic development. Having
experienced the ups and downs of the modern era,

the prints he produced in his later years expressed an

even more introspective and philosophical approach.
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Throughout his nearly fifty-year artistic career, my
father created more than 600 prints and developed
considerable expertise in oil painting, literature,
political cartoons and other forms of artistic
expression. His works capture his profound insight
into everyday reality, his compassionate humanistic
concerns, and his incisive critique of the world he
saw around him. Together they constitute a history
of modern China in artistic form. My father never
surrendered to fate. Living “from distress to hope”,
he consistently revealed a spirit of optimism and
brightness in his exploration of human destiny. |
would like to express my gratitude to the Education
Bureau, the Government of the SAR and the Hong
Kong Open Printshop team for curating From
Distress to Hope: Modern China in the Woodblock
Printing of Huang Xinbo. In sharing my father’s
woodblock prints, | hope to encourage others with his

experiences-hope will always come after hardship.

Huang Yuan
2024.08.24

In the winter of 1937, Huang Xinbo (second from the right) and Japanese writers Kaji Wataru and

Ikeda Sachiko (third and fourth from the left), in Shek Kip Mei, Hong Kong.




