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Foreword

The historical impact of woodcut as an artistic practice
across Asia has been profound and lasting. Not only has
modern Asian woodcut portrayed social movements and
nationalistic revolutions of the region, it has also embodied
a history of art and technological innovation in the wake
of capitalism since the industrial revolution. Thus, in our
previous issue, we chose to reexamine the threads of thought
that lay within these social movements and nationalistic
revolutions. In this issue, through the lenses of historical
development and of aesthetics, we try to discuss the
particularity of printmaking as well as the matters relating
to its production and practice.

As a form for artistic expression as well as a medium for
communication, woodcut has a duplicable nature which
dissolves the aura formerly emanating from artworks;
it dismantles the unidirectional value orientation of the
creator-viewer dynamic, progressing towards a state
of equality. However, it is precisely due to its singular
characteristics that woodcut is facing new challenges in
the contemporary art world. On the one hand, as the
evolution of communication technology has enabled
the widespread dissemination of information, woodcut
that was originally low in production cost and highly
reproducible has gradually lost its significance. On the
other hand, with the progression of woodcut through
popularization and de-popularization as well as with the
influence of the art market, the perspectives of social realism
and political antagonism that was initially emphasised in
the medium is now gradually disappearing, while the crisis
of the “aestheticization of politics” has arisen. The third
point is that the emergence of most of the woodcut
movements in Asia corresponded to periods of turmoil:
for example, the modern woodcut movement in China can
trace its origins to anti-war campaigns and the socialist
revolution. The vanguard of art has a clear position in
these confrontational movements. Yet, in our own
time, oppressive relations always appear as intricate,
de-centralized and non-linear “biopolitics”.

As a result of these pressures, the practice of contemporary
woodcut has subsequently undergone a corresponding
transformation: artists/activists go beyond just employing
woodcut as a communicative tool or to advocate for
specific issues, but instead also try to dive deeper into the
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process of creation and to build heterogeneous
relationships with participants, thereby proposing a
reimagination of the politics of aesthetics that is up
to date. For instance, artists/activists from all over the
world have been turning to woodcut as a method of
organizing communities; the practice no longer focuses
on the final outcome; and there is also an emphasis on the
ethical values recognized in the process, which has allowed
for the exploration of the possibility of radical democracy.

Building on the first issue that mapped the network of
various woodcut collectives in Asia, this second issue opts
for the production perspective of collaborative practices as
a starting point, and then goes on to study the divergence
among various woodcut collectives from Taiwan, Japan,
Korea, Indonesia, Malaysia and Mainland China. By
writing on related topics, we examine how these collectives
from different areas look at art creation as “collaboration”
and we also examine the historical contexts of
“collaboration” in South Asia and Southeast Asia. Based
on the thinking of “commoning” under the framework of
neoliberalism, we take the versatile formats of collective
woodcut-making to rethink the difference between
“collective” and “community” in different Asian localities.
Here, we try to address two common issues often
encountered by practitioners. Firstly, how do artists/
activists comprehend and deal with the concept of
“authorship” in collaborative practices? Secondly, once a
print is completed and being distributed, how do they
frame the relationship between the print and the art
market? Ultimately, is this practice a kind of confrontation
against the operating logic of the capitalist system?

Individual and Collective: The Boundaries of Authorship

Whether in the mainstream logic of modern art or
contemporary art, the individual has been the basic unit
for evaluation in terms of artistic creation.The value of
an artwork is always associated with the creator. This
affects the artist’s cultural capital, which is based on the
accumulation of the reputation and status. However,
collaborative art practices challenged such a deep-rooted
relationship of production, such that the concept of
“authorship” as private property becomes a questionable
contradiction. The process of collective art-making has
always involved a lot of different participants: whether
formulating the concept, making the art piece itself, or
exhibiting the outcome later, different participants make
their various contributions at different times to finish the
work. Therefore, collaborative practices not only blur the
boundaries of authorship, but also prompt us to think
beyond the individual as the accepted unit for art creation.
In fact, might this also be a process of redefining the
boundaries of community?

Such an issue can trace its historical trajectory in the
modern woodcut movements in East Asia (especially
in Mainland China and Japan), and it is reflected in the
discussion of a new creative subjectivity. During the 1930s,
the contemporary woodcut movement started to become
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popular among (leftist) artists. Discussions opened up
among artists about how woodcut as a medium could help
construct communities that moved away from individualism
and the petty bourgeoisie, as well as help in envisioning
new social relations. However, there were limiting factors
in that era, exacerbated by rising nationalism and the
surging waves of revolution. As such, discourses about
woodcut that mediated between individuality and collectivity
and between artists and audiences gradually became
one-sided: the discussions leaned to the extreme of only
focusing on collectivism and the audience. Towards the
end of the 1990s, wooduct collectives from Southeast Asia
demonstrated how artists and collaborations could build an
ideal format that was anti-hierarchy, democratic and open
to the public. In attempting to transcend the norms of
modern art, these collectives (whether intentionally or not)
took the initiative to give up some freedom of expression
and absolute authorship. They did so by proposing an
emphasis on equality and democratic decision-making
through collective art-making, thereby establishing an open
relation among the collaborations throughout the creative
process. Despite all the uncertainties, disagreements and
conflicts that may occur during the process, the collectives
have still chosen to pursue this approach. Such a mode
of production aligns with what Rancieére wrote in The
Emancipated Spectator (2009): audiences are no longer
audiences, in that they take part in the process of making,
and such collaborations contrast with the authoritarian
structure of everyday life.

In summary, during the first half of the 20th century,
the discussion of artistic “authorship” in the context of
printmaking was lacking. But today, it has become an
inevitable question for woodcut artists in East Asia and
Southeast Asia that practice collective art making. Thus,
in the second issue of this zine, we wish to reconsider the
scene from the perspective of how contemporary art is
produced. Starting with “authorship”, we try to understand
the attitudes and choices made by several creators.
Furthermore, we explore how woodcut can cope with
the art market under neoliberalism, and to what extent
contemporary woodcut prints can enable a form of equality
that breaks through barriers.

Outline of Content

The first article is written by Li Ding and is entitled
“The Paradox of Reproductive: Woodcut Prints in the
Context of Art Works”. Taking the historical contexts of
modern woodcut as its background, this article attempts
to discuss the significance and impact of “reproducibility”
on modern printmaking. Since modern printmaking is a
creative method that is fundamentally different from
previous art forms, how has the definition of the term
“artist” itself changed? Modern printmaking has not only
disrupted standard assumptions about elite art among the
people, but has also restructured the historical framework
of printmaking itself (that is, as “art of the people”). So,
how do we understand the reproducibility of printmaking
in the contemporary era? What role does printmaking play
in the contemporary art market? Does it deconstruct the
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logic of the art market, or does it function as a medium for
disseminating information through new social situations?
This article tries to explore the above problems through
the historical dimensions of modern printmaking and the
development of contemporary printmaking.

The next article is written by Lee Chun Fung and is
entitled “Why Do We Work Together?: Collaborative
Practice among Self-organized Woodcut Collectives
in Asia”. This article focuses on the commonalities
underpinning these trans-regional woodcut collectives
and analyses the social contexts and politics of collaborative
practices. Under the ideological dominance of neoliberalism,
the emphasis on individual competition and self-management
along with alienated social relations add salience to paradoxes
inherent in the practice of self-organization and collaboration.
Ultimately, under what circumstances can the politics of
collaboration become possible?

The third article is contributed by Ai Kano. The article
“Amateurism of Woodblock Printing from the View of
the ‘Marginal Art” presents a systematic overview of the
development of “amateurism” in woodcut practices in post-
war Japan. Writing about the concept of “marginal art” in
1967, Shunsuke Tsurumi suggests that art can be categorized
into “pure art” and “popular art”, which are created by
professional creators, and “marginal art”, which is created
by amateurs, deals with everyday topics, and targets the
masses. These distinctions opened up a field of art creation
as well as literature where amateurs and the public, rather
than the professional elites, became the subjects. This
concept continues to influence the development of woodcut
movement in Japan, and has become an evaluative criterion
in contemporary art today.

The second section of the zine comprises a visual note and
three interviews. First, the editorial team invited Denpasar
Kolektif to contribute a visual note, entitled “The Fluidity
of Participation: Visual Notes on Denpasar Kolektif”.
Visual elements familiar to the collective are used to
explore terms like “artist”, “authorship”, “collective” and
so on. Denpasar Kolektif was established in 2010 and to
this day has still not implemented a membership system.
The collective operates the only public zine library on the
island, and hosts workshops, talks and gigs to interact with
the local community. Denpasar Kolektif believes that it is
the Indonesian spirit of mutual help which has led to the
success of the activities they have hosted: their friends and
neighbours would actively and willingly take the initia-
tive to assist them. These random participants would join
the collectivist activities according to their interests and
availability, generating different dynamics within the
collective at various periods. The visual note is developed
by incorporating concepts familiar to the locals, such as
massa cair and participan teknis, to allow practitioners and
readers from other milieu to further acknowledge the locality
of collectivist practices in Indonesia.

Next, we discuss the model of collective art making as well
as issues on copyrights with three artist collectives from
different regions via in-depth interviews. The first piece is
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“The Confluence of Collective Art Making, Community
Service and Artist Fame: An interview with Pangrok
Sulap”, conducted by Krystie Ng. Based in Sabah, Malaysia,
Pangrok Sulap operates outside of a megacity setting, and
its degree of modernisation is comparatively low. This
distinguishes it from some of the other collectives,
particularly those in Hong Kong, Taiwan, Korea and Japan.
Pangrok Sulap’s daily activities take place in the context of
a deep tradition of mutual benefit, while the members of
the collective are tireless in establishing relationships with
local residents;, they have thus opened up further threads
of discussion on collaborative practices in Southeast Asia.
That being said, Pangrok Sulap is visibly active in major
international exhibitions as well as biennials and their
artworks are very popular on the art market. Given these
unique circumstances, how do members view the tension
between institution and autonomy? How does the collective
evolve in terms of their interaction with locals?

The second interview is “Our printmaking is not only good
looking, but also conveys a message: A self-interview by
Print and Carve Department (P&CD)”. It is conducted
by the members of P&CD based in Taipei and edited by
Chen Wei-Lun. Since its formation, P&CD has actively
engaged with woodcut as a medium to spread messages. Their
creations are mostly created to respond to public issues, with
the collective also incorporating printmaking as a medium
to organise marginalized communities. How does P&CD
achieve a consensus to make decisions throughout the
process of collective art making? What is radical about this
working format? When the P&CD is invited to take part
in a group exhibition, they are forced to face issues such as
authorship, editions and pricing. How does the collective
strike a balance between its motivation and the pull of
entering the art market?

M A AT : i R EIEE ), 20204
One Billion Rising Resistance: Collaborative Printmaking Project in early 2020

Courtesy: East Asia Ecotopia

The third interview is facilitated by Krystie Ng and is with
Korea-based East Asia Ecotopia (EAE). EAE’s practice
is mainly concerned with the long-term struggle for
environmental development and land justice. Starting from
the working module and creative ideas of the collective, the
interview further explores the concept of social movements
in local contexts. It is interesting that, rather than treating
prints as a tool for conveying ideas or information, EAE
focuses more on connecting people through collective
print-making and building a chain of solidarity. When EAE
initiated the One Billion Rising Resistance: Collaborative
Printmaking Project, the number of participants increased
and this led EAE to start thinking about the issues
surrounding “authorship”. However, instead of asserting
that the purpose of EAE’s collective art action is to resist
the mainstream logic of art capital and contemporary
art, EAE prefers to see printmaking as a tool to connect
communities and to stand in solidarity with the oppressed.

In this issue, based on the trajectory of collectives across
different localities, we further explore the production aspect
of the practice of contemporary woodcut collectives. The
content here is an inspection of multiple perspectives as
well as a dismantling, ranging over the social issues faced
by artists/activists from various places, the spectrum of
neoliberalism, and the concept of “authorship” based on
the idea of individuality and private proprietorship. We
hope that by facilitating dialogues between these practical
experiences and theoretical frameworks, we can open up a
route to deepen connections and resistances in the future.
Here is the promise of an Asian consciousness from the
perspective of radical practice.
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Introduction

Following on the discussion of “de-popularization” in the
last zine, this article will try to clarify how the
“reproducibility” of modern woodcut has led to changes in
what it means to be an artist, what constitutes an
artwork, and how to think about modern art in China.
I argue that reproducibility not only distinguishes
woodcut from other art forms, but also redefines the
identity of the artist and the form of art expression. Due
to this characteristic feature, modern woodcut became
an irreplaceable propaganda tool in times of war and
revolution. However, should we think of woodcut
only as a propaganda tool? What are the implications
of the reproducibility of woodcut mean besides the fact
that it enables broad and fast distribution?

Moreover, the reproducibility of woodcut has also
undergone a process of changing from an advantage
to a disadvantage. A brief review of the literature on
contemporary Chinese woodcuts reveals that the
“popularization” and “reproducibility” which have
characterized modern woodcut (from the 1930s) are
the very same qualities that need to be avoided in the
context of today’s art world. Along with the process of
“de-popularization”, there were also questions and
discussions regarding “reproducibility” among woodcut
artists. For example, in the late 1980s, two articles in Fine
Arts magazine voiced contrasting views: in the first place,
artist Xu Bing emphasized the aesthetics of “plurality”
(B2#ME) in woodcut and pointed out that copyability
was the feature which made woodcut more suitable for
modern art; the response was that the “beauty of
plurality” that Xu advocated was simply a glamorization
of the homogeneity of industrial production and its
“endless repetition” !,

With its transition into the market economy, woodcut
has gradually entered the art academy and become an art
discipline. However, the rise of the art market and the
impact of contemporary art such as the ‘85 New Wave
have caused woodcut to lose both the market and the
“people”. Therefore, it seems that “reproducibility” has
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Pioneers of contemporary art in China
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become the weakness that prevents woodcut, as a category
of art, from entering the market. This is the background
of the above debate. Thus, I believe that “reproducibility”
is key to wunderstanding the relationship between
woodcut and the contemporary art market. Moreover,
this debate in the 1980s unintentionally suggests that
the “reproducibility” of woodcut equates to homogeneity
within the standardized production model of modern
industry. If that is the case, should we consider woodcut
as a representation of modernity or as a representation
of an “infinite sequence of images” ??

In this zine, the “authorship” we discuss is in fact a
product of the art market, and the “reproducibility”
of woodcut itself is a negation of the logic of such an
“authorship”. Since “reproducibility” gives rise to the
anxiety of woodcut prints in the contemporary art
market, may it in turn be seen as a special feature that
defies the market system and protects from capital? In
the following part, I will give a historical background
of modern woodcut’s “reproducibility” and try to explore
the idea of “authorship” in the context of printmaking
creation.

Art and Technique: The Replaceable “Human”?

As a character that is not exclusive to woodcut,
“reproducibility” seems to be a constant threat to the
artworks involved in capital. Artworks that are the
product of mechanical reproduction have had a
tremendous impact on the concept of art that seeks to
be authentic and to imitate nature. It can be said that
the technique of “reproducibility” changed people’s
perception of the representation of reality, as well as the
relationship between the artist and the artwork. Before
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the emergence of mechanical reproduction, both the
artist and the work were unique entities. Since the
invention of perspective, though, Western painting
has come to be regarded as an imitation of nature, and
learning to paint has consisted of copying established
masterpieces. What it means to be an artist has also
become clearer with the development of master
biographies and art collections. In one of the
foundational myths of art history, the sculptor
Pygmalion had absolute control and ownership of his
work. Conversely, the sculptures which took on human
shape were the absolute embodiments of the artist’s
ideas. It is apparent that classical artwork has a long
history of exchange value as commodities, since the
artist’s reputation was based on his or her work.
However, the romanticized vision as found in the
above myth has undergone a significant transformation
since the advent of photography. This transformation
involves not only the destruction of the divine and
unique nature of the work of art due to the
reproducibility of photography, but also involves the
replacement of the “hand”, which played an important
role in previous art reproduction, by the “eye”, which
is even more fatal®. The intervention of modern
capitalism has also led to a shift from the exchange of
artworks to the monopolization of production techniques.

At the time, lithography had just been introduced into
modern China, changing the way people understood
works of art through newspaper and advertising prints.
The modern woodcut movement took place in the 1930s,
at the height of this phase of transformation. In the case
of illustrations, for instance, the traditional painter Wu
Youru (A4, ¢.1840-1893) modernized the traditional
style of Ming and Qing figures by means of lithography
prints. Nevertheless, as a painter, Wu was not involved in
the process of reproducing pictures, and many of the
illustrations he contributed to Dianshizhai huabao were
reproduced based on their appearance in the backdrops
of Western photographs. Obviously, the technique of
lithograph improved the efficiency of the production of
pictures and also expanded the circulation of the
newspaper. Modern China was undergoing a shift
towards visual modernity as a result of technological
change and urban development. Images that were widely
distributed by way of newspapers, pictorials and
advertisements changed the way people saw, and
challenged the subjective position of the painter (&,
artist). Bringing Benjamin’s almost simultaneous
anxieties into the context of modern China, does the
transformation of lithography into engraving entail
the replacement of people by technology?

The modern woodcut movement, which was advocated
by Lu Xun, was a reversal of the increasingly popular
lithographic prints of the time, both in terms of
drawing technique and painting style. This was not a
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return to the old days of engraved woodcuts, but a
modern, creative response to the anxieties that the
revolution of the time had stirred up in individuals.
Engraved woodcuts and lithographic prints were made
available by the painter to the publishing workshops,
whose craftsmen then engraved and published those
same images. With the development of the engraving
technique, this division of labor has gradually come
closer to industrial production. As the originator of
the creation, the painter maintains a distance, whether
actively or passively, from the production technology
and adapts to the fragmented mode of painting. This
process of separation of creation and production is what
Lu Xun called “replication” (#2%l). Modern woodcut
reverses this model of creation: the discrete steps of
painting, engraving and printing all become one
integrated process, transitioning from “replication” to
“creation”. In this sense, Lu Xun referred to modern
woodcut as “creative woodcut” to acknowledge woodcut as
modern art and to return the identity of the woodcut artist

to the public.

Collective and Individual: Who Speaks?

In contrast with the artworks mentioned above, the
“reproducibility” of modern woodcuts has always been
regarded as a quality that confers superiority over other
types of art, in that these woodcuts can be widely
promoted and disseminated. This feature was very
useful during the war. The production of woodcut prints
not only continued , but also went through the most
active period in its history. However, as a result, modern
woodcut was often seen as a form of artistic expression for
political propaganda. What else does the “reproducibility”
of woodcut prints mean? As we dig deeper into that
era, we find that the modern woodcut movement was
initially in high demand to serve as a medium for
political propaganda. In fact, it thrived during this period
which emphasized collectivism and which rallied around
the mission of “saving the country” (). Whether it
was the reconstitution of “nation” (BE) and “national”
(RJ#) in various progressive newspapers after the
May Fourth Movement, or the division of the student
movement into different parties, the movement of that
time was a major success. So, we can see there was no lack
of political propaganda in the public forum in the first
half of the 20th century.

Under such circumstances, Lu Xun placed on modern
woodcuts the expectation of expressing and recording
personal narratives that were different from prevalent
grand narratives of history. He also chose the same logic
of “reproducibility” as in modern visual media to break
the silence of the masses under collectivism. Moreover,
as some studies have argued, Lu Xun’s thinking was
informed by his engagement with a period when
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photography and cinema existed together: his preference
for woodcut was not limited to appreciating its potential
for mass communication. Lu Xun realised that woodcut
creations offered something different from the visual
despotism (L5 5D of photography and cinema: modern
woodcuts freed the “eyes” from focusing on the image and
returned sight to the reproduction of manual creation.

Thus, the paradox of “reproducibility” in modern woodcut
is not meant to break the logic of how art capital works,
but rather to confront mainstream collectivism with an
alternative collective. However, the social changes brought
about by the war prevented modern woodcut from fully
realizing this aim. The re-emergence of the modern
woodcut style in the 1980s can be seen as a contemporary
attempt to make a statement. From that point, modern
woodcut has made its entry into the context of the
contemporary art scene: on the one hand contemporary
artists began to explore this printmaking technique; on
the other hand, woodcut had to face up to the reality of
competing on the art market by avoiding “reproducibility”.
Nowadays, of course, woodcut prints are no longer the
fastest way to disseminate images: given that the in-
ternet community is the main channel for the spread of
information, the reproduction of images on the internet
has become the most popular mode of expression.
However, in the context of neoliberalism, it is even
more difficult for the individual as an “homo economicus”
to break the capital-network cluster. Is it still possible
for woodcut to be the voice of our time?

Conclusion

The “reproducibility” of woodcut prints is not limited to
the quantifiable aspect of extending communicative reach;
rather, it is also a representation of salient features of
modern society. It reflects the alienation of human beings
by industrial production and, more importantly, it
symbolises the gathering of “crowds”, thus drawing
attention to the diversity of individuals behind the
homogenous production of commodities. Meanwhile,
“reproducibility” redefines the relationship between the

artist and the artwork. In the context of woodcut prints,
the artist no longer holds dominance and the work is
not just about the observations and thoughts of an
exclusive individual, but more about discovering and
assembling potential communities.

While participating in the publication of our zine, I
found it inspiring to learn about more excellent
contemporary woodcut creation outside of China. In this
zine, we introduce self-organized woodcut groups from
Malaysia, Korea, Taiwan and Japan, and try to explore
woodcut as a method of collective and collaborative
artistic creation. These woodcut groups, gathered across
East and Southeast Asia, are recreating the collective in
their own ways, and giving voice to the individual at the
same time. In this way, inter-Asia woodcut prints are a
continuation of the unfinished agenda of modern woodcut
in the 1930s: reorganizing the collective to break down the
dictatorial discourse of reality.
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Preface

Following on my research into self-organized woodcut
collectives across Asia (Lee, 2019), this article attempts
to further explore the aesthetics and political implications
of such collaborative practices. My exploration of this topic
will be guided by the following question: why do we work
together? I will investigate the commonality of collaborative
practices in this network of woodcut collectives, its trajectory,
social context, and political implications.

The Commonality of Collaborative Practice

First of all, let’s start with the commonality underpinning
this network. As previously described (Lee, 2019), this
network of self-organized woodcut collectives takes its
own subversive stance toward the mainstream art system.
It started with Taring Padi in Yogyakarta, and then
spread to neighbouring areas, through Pangrok Sulap in
Sabah, A3BC in Tokyo, and then through woodcut
collectives in Hong Kong, Taipei, Shanghai, Chengdu and
Guangzhou after the No Limit Festival 2016. Their
woodblock printmaking is conducted in a way that
emphasizes the collective rather than the individual: the
boundaries of the creator are not fixed and the results are
shared collectively. This approach contrasts with mainstream
art production, where the outcome of the creation belongs
to the creator himself and is usually attributed to the
creator who conceived the idea. Mainstream art tends to
ignore the fact that the production process may include
broader participation. Thus, if a creator uses found objects
or commissions others, he will not exactly have made
the work in question; equally, the display and circulation
of a piece of work may actually depend on the help
of many different types of personnel. Most of these
functions get attributed to the creator; and it is to the creator
that the establishment ascribes value, whether monetary or
aesthetic. The concept of “authorship” is thus the product
of these presuppositions. It views the creative idea itself
as an intangible property — the product of one’s knowledge
and creativity. This concept limits the rights to a work,
including its ownership, reproduction, circulation, and even
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the act of reinterpretation. This concept also gives rise to
tangible and intangible interests that affect the real income
and personal reputation of the creator.

However, in the practice of self-organized woodcut
collectives, these assumptions about the primacy of the
individual are paradoxical or questionable. Even if some of
the members of a particular woodcut community within
this network are professional artists themselves, the result
of creation is always collective. While contributions may
vary in terms of quality and quantity, the most basic principle
of what it means to collaborate is that the community’s
participation precedes the individual. Therefore, the final
product is not exclusive to any individual member. In
this regard, the concept of “authorship” does not really
apply. If we think of it as property, it is shared; and it is

the result of a collective effort, not an individual’s.

In this sense, perhaps we can see this kind of practice as a
kind of subversive way of production through association, in
opposition to the individualist attitude implicit in current
ideology. It functions not only as a gesture of challenge
to the mainstream, but also as a way to subvert certain
deep-rooted concepts and to generate its political agency
through continuous (spatial) production.

The Trajectory of Collaborative Practice

If we want to interrogate the commonality of resistance,
we need to understand the social context and historical
trajectory behind these alliances, rather than romanticize
them as coincidences. The first consideration is the “local
factor”, which concerns the society in which the actors
are located, the historical and cultural context in which the
collaborative practice takes place, and the impetus that has
been built up over time. The second consideration is the
“translocal factor”, which is syncretistic and which concerns
the influence of the current ideology of global capitalism
on art production. A case in point would be the creation
of individuality by neoliberalism (also known as financial
capitalism), which has pushed activists to respond with
collaborative practices.

Let’s start with the “local factor”. An important axis has
actually been the “revolutionary” images of woodblock prints
in various societies in the past. For example, in “The
Left-Wing Spirit of Indonesian Artist Collective Taring
Padi” (2019)B) Chen Wei-Lun describes the relationship
between the founding of Taring Padi and the formation of
a “people’s democratic” approach to art in the post-Suharto
regime. Ai Kano’s article “From the View of Marginal
Art: Amateurism in Woodcut Printing” (2020)™ discusses
how the notion of “amateurism” and “marginal art” in Japan’s
postwar woodblock printmaking movement can explain the
way in which the boundaries between professional artists,
amateurs, and the public have been broken, such that today’s
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collaborative woodblock practice can carry on its spirit.
Another example is to be found in Krystie Ng’s “Self-
initiated Collaboration or Social Mobilization? The Historical
Context of Gotong-Royong and its Politics” (2019)5). Her
analysis here shows how, in the rural areas of the Malay
Archipelago that have not yet been fully urbanized, the
custom of gotong-royong (a form of mutual aid) is still
present in the lives of the villagers. The interview between
Ng and Pangrok Sulap develops on how this custom has

influenced this particular collective’s practice.

Punk and Do-It-Yourself cultures are also important sources.
Such discourses can be found in Taring Padi and Marjinal
in Indonesia, Pangrok Sulap in Sabah, Trapped Citizen and
Print & Carve Department in Taipei, and A3BC in Tokyo.
In this context, DIY is not limited to the “handmade culture”
that developed in response to technology or consumerism;
and DIY is definitely much more than just a strategy co-
opted by IKEA to lower production costs. Instead, DIY
should also be linked to the practice of collaboration and
mutual aid; it thus forms a part of the trajectory of the New
Left and counterculture movements of the 1960s and 70s.
DIY is a means of resisting the capitalist alienation of life,
while also being an important factor in punk ethics.

Other local factors can relate to the tradition of social
movements. Take Hong Kong as an example: here, the
co-operative movement emerged in the mid-1990s and there
has been a rich history of self-organized practice by artists.
The spirit of community self-help, which is similar to the
spirit of gotong-royong, is also very common on the
neighbourhood level. In recent years, social movements in
Hong Kong have become decentralized and diffuse and the
amazing explosive power of popular initiative has been a
manifestation of this linking power.

As for Mainland China, the relationship between woodblock
prints and social movements also has a strong tradition. In the
1930s, the modern woodcut movement was actively promoted
by Lu Xun and others, allowing creativity to break away
from the limitations of traditional Chinese painting on the
one hand and the aesthetics of individualism in Western
painting on the other: there developed a pioneering, active
intervention into social reality and a public-oriented creative
space. Later on, the participants of the woodcut movement
developed woodcut into a “popular art” in Yan’an, with
the scholar Tang Xiaobing agure it as “a truly avant-garde
movement”[”.

The Variation and Paradox of Local Factors

However, all of these “local factors” have their own paradoxical
complexities in their development. The tradition of gotong-
royong, for example, was absorbed by the state apparatus in
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post-war Indonesia, where it was used as a tool to
organize the people and encourage “voluntary” labor.
Similarly, in Malaysia, when the centralized, authoritarian
rule of the colonial period broke down, the state
encouraged community-level, citizen-initiated, bottom-up
acts of mutual aid to divert attention away from the
sharp contradictions caused by class and ethnic divisions
within society”®l. The vanguard of the woodcut movement
in Mainland China has also faced the problem of its
political meaning being absorbed into the “mass” process.
As Li Ding points out in her article “From ‘Popularization’
to ‘De-Popularization Rethinking Woodcarving in
Contemporary Chinese Art Context”®], the transformation
of the market economy after the reforms and opening
up of the 1980s has resulted in woodcut facing the
impact of art commercialization.

Therefore, if we want to understand the commonality
underlying the practice of self-organized woodcut
collectives through the lens of local factors, we have
to compare it to more macro, historical, and trans-regional
political and economic factors, especially the influence of
capital and the market on art production.

The Bio-Politics of Neoliberalism

Since the 1970s, the global financial system has undergone
a wave of development which has influenced the very
organization of individuals and society. These developments
have since come to be referred to as “neoliberalism” and
“financial capitalism”and are, I believe, important references
in discussing the political implications of collaborative
practice.

First of all, the “neoliberalism” discussed here is not just
an ideology or theory of capital and the operations of
the free market; rather, it is also an imagination of the
state-society-market relationship ~which affects the
subjective constitution of the individual. For example,
making the capital market more flexible through
deregulation releases the potential for capital expansion;
this is in turn accompanied by the weakening of social
organizations, the erosion of the power of the state, and
the commodification of social relations at different levels.
Whereas capitalism in the past profited by “M-C-M”
(money-commodity-money), neo-liberalism focuses on
expansion by “M-M” (money-money). This has led to
serious problems such as the destruction of the environment
and the shrinking of the livelihood of the masses!..

The influence of neoliberalism does not only occur at the
material and spatial level, but also produces a “biopolitics”
that fits into the logic of its governance. Foucault (2008)M"!
argues that the operation of neoliberalism is not just a
reciprocal exchange as conceived by Adam Smith, but a set
of ideologies that rationalize values such as competition
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and profit maximization. We thus witness the creation of
an aggressive, efficient, self-managed “homo economicus”,
whose ultimate goal is personal gain. At the same time,
non-utilitarian cooperative relationships are replaced by
competition, and the value of labor or action is further
alienated by the inducement of the capital market. However,
this is not just the alienation of relationships at the level
of labor as described by Marx, but also the alienation of
the social collective relationship after it has been commodified
and cut into pieces — neoliberalism permeates people’s
experiences at every moment of their lives.

Paradoxically, this ideology is not command-driven, but
rather “spontaneously” maintained by individual interests
and desires in order to conceal the underlying relationship
of violence and exploitation. Richard Sennett’s (1998)1'%
depiction of the “new capitalism” or post-Fordist era
outlines this process of how governance operates. Whereas
in the past, employers expected loyalty and stability in
production, today’s work model emphasizes the need for
employees to respond creatively and randomly, preferably
with flexible working hours and locations; the management
style is not just hierarchical and authoritarian, but allows
employees to organize themselves spontaneously and work
as a team to further increase productivity and thus advance
through self-exploitation. As a result, initiative, responsibility
and cooperation have become the criteria for defining
one’s own value. In their leisure time, people are still
expected to maintain their self-improvement, improve
their image, and pursue further education to enhance their
prospects. At the same time, stable jobs are disappearing
and some people are being forced (whether consciously or
unconsciously) to become freelancers, a career shift which
is inevitably accompanied by anxieties about the future.

Then there are the many paradoxical phenomena that arise
from collisions between the collective and the individual,
between cooperation and self-organization. The loss of
traditional social organization and collectivism has gone
hand in hand with the increasing fragmentation and
atomization of the individual in society. We have witnessed
the replacement of the relationship of trust between
working partners by an alienated competitive network;
yet we are also meant to affirm our unique individuality
and pursue self-actualization. Human relationships have
become based on the best interests of the individual,
rather than on social relations or ideologies that have
accumulated over time. These changes are, on the one
hand, a source of personal liberation but, on the other
hand, a source of violence through dominance. At the
same time, conflicts are concealed even more, the rich-
poor division in society gets worse, and exploitation
penetrates further into the details of life. This all happens
while the conflicts are packaged as personal responsibility
rather than problems with the social system — apparently
solutions can only start from microscopic changes in one’s
own life!
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This paradox is, in Slavoj ZizeK's view, an ideologically
constructed “fantasy”(1989)1°L It is false precisely because
people believe in it and this falsehood underpins the
rationality of the whole system. People are not unaware
of the contradiction, nor do they actively deny it; instead,
they are caught in the helplessness/incompetence of
“T know, but still...”. Here, the so called “confrontation”
has also become extremely paradoxical. With the end of
the Cold War and the fall of the socialist camp, political
confrontation against capitalism has become a kind of
“politics without politics”, shifting the focus onto diverse
cultural issues, but seldom or never raising doubts about
macro issues such as capitalism, the free market, and the
logic of competition!””. This constitutes a daily act of
pacification, as if one day the people will wake up and
suddenly capitalism will disappear.

The Multiple Political Dimensions of
Collaborative Practice

Under these paradoxical circumstances, what is the
significance of collaborative self-organization as a practice?
Does it really bring about a subversion in the very relations
of oppression against capitalism? What is the political energy
that can be built up? And is it possible to escape into the
paradoxical trap of neoliberalism? I think these issues are
particularly important at a time when we are losing our
political orientation.

In fact, the politics that embodies collaborative practice may
take two directions: one is “realpolitik” and the other is
“ethical”. These two dimensions have different effects in
different contexts and we need to interrogate them over
and over again to determine the political meaning of our
actions. First of all, “realpolitik cooperation” takes realistic
goals as the paramount consideration, so the means by
which the process achieves its goals is relatively unimportant.
It is in fact a (temporary) joint effort to solve a problem,
driven by a common interest or a strong sense of hatred
towards the enemy. Realpolitik focuses on changes in actual
outcomes, on specific goals, and on clear enemies. Behind
this logic is a rational calculation, not so much of a win-win
situation for the good of all, but rather of a mutual
exploitation of each other’s needs. In political movements,
“realpolitik cooperation” is a process of “articulation”™
in which the forces of confrontation are exerted
outwardly after the definition of a common body — a
process which Ernesto Laclau describes as an operation of
populist politics.

“Ethical cooperation” is an opposing dimension within the
heterogeneous politics of collaborative practice. “Ethical
cooperation” is more concerned with the process of realizing
values than with achieving realistic goals. If realpolitik is
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dialectical in the way it builds temporary united fronts
through mutual persuasion, then ethical cooperation emphasizes
communication and dialogue and the creation of long-term
understanding. Whereas realpolitik emphasizes the connection
and bonding of individuals but ignores the violence that
results from “demarcation”, ethical cooperation emphasizes
the removal of dominant relationships from within the
community and the creation of bonds between communities.
Realpolitik treats the individual as a divided subject and
therefore does not deny the logic of competition. Ethical
cooperation takes responsibility not only of the realistic goal,
but also of all the people inside and outside the community.

In this case, we find artists, activists, and the marginalized
joining together in a practice that responds to social
conflicts, thereby creating a collective by way of woodcuts.
This is in fact an “ethical” rather than a “realpolitik”
collaboration. It responds to the problem of alienation
created by capitalism and it is through “ethical”
cooperation that activists reconstruct heterogeneous social
relationships, transforming competition into collaboration
and individualism into collectivism.

However, “ethical cooperation” sometimes has its limits.
For example, it is possible for activists to ignore macro-
structural issues, such as by neglecting to position their
practice in terms of class and ideological critique. If this
happens, they can easily be absorbed into the logic of
neoliberalism and unconsciously strengthen its governance.
There is a danger in placing too much emphasis on the
process of realising values and too little on the critical goals
of society as a whole. This can only be a form of utopianism
that can only occur under certain conditions and whose
power is relatively limited.

Perhaps what is most urgent today is to figure out how to
practice this kind of “transcendental” collaborative politics —
not just in terms of identifying the means, but also in terms
of setting the goals. Through self-management and
achieving equality among the members, this sort of
politics might also need to realistically intervene in the
socio-economic situation and allow the political space to
continue to expand. For example, woodcut collectives’ stance
towards “authorship” is a reversal in that it blurs the
boundary between public and private and challenges the
capitalist notion of private ownership. This reversal
is not just a gesture, but also a continuous (material)
production. It is precisely this “transcendental” construction
that allows the transformation of social space to take place,
bringing real confrontations and contradictions back into
politics and subverting the logic of neoliberalism.
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Woodblock Printing

This paper explores amateurism as it applies to the
production of woodblock printing. Given the perspective
of marginal art, which is a framework of arts suggested by
Shunsuke Tsurumi (1922-2015), amateurism is the key to
understanding woodblock arts from modern to contemporary
periods in Japan. This paper firstly tries to delineate the
historical context of the pre- and post-war spread of
woodblock arts among amateurs in Japan. Secondly, it
introduces the notion of marginal art with reference to the
amateur culture of woodblock arts; amateur and professional
woodblock arts scenes are then considered. Finally, this
paper will suggest that amateurism is the inflection point
that leads to participatory or socially-engaged art and may
be applied as a way to evaluate current woodblock arts
collectives.

At the beginning of the 20th century, the notion of modern
art was imported to Japan from western countries. Printing
work originally emerged as a form of mass media (such as in
newspapers) as well as popular art goods (such as Ukiyoe),
both of which utilized its property of mass production and
reproduction. On the other hand, creative printing (HIff:
Jifiti) was established as high art that placed value on the
individual artist’s expression and that was an extension of
painting, while being carefully distinguished from multiple
prints such as craft products (#2HLRRI).

At the same time, professional woodblock artists contributed
to the popularization of woodblock arts in pre- and post-war
Japan. Left-wing woodblock artists formed a woodblock
arts group in 1932 called the New Woodblock Printing
Group (HrhimiER) which was a part of the proletarian
art movement, conducting outdoor exhibitions and selling
small and cheap woodblock arts. They demonstrated the
potential of reproduction, diffusion and popularization
where it came to woodblock printing, in contrast to the
position of the Institute of Woodblock Printing in Japan
(HA M 7 2:17). Tadashige Ono, Rokuro Muto, and others
also participated in the movement. However, variable art
quality, mass production, and cheap pricing caused internal
tensions. Ultimately the group was disbanded when their
collaborative work was rejected for a show run by the
Institute of Woodblock Printing in Japan. The divergence
of modern artistic expression and popularization became an
issue for woodblock artists from this time.
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Another important event took place around the same
period when Lu Xun invited Kakitsu Uchiyama to Shanghai
to lead a woodblock workshop. Some of the participants
in this workshop emerged as outstanding woodblock
artists and the Chinese woodblock movement became a real
revolution that was accessible to the masses?l. Later, this
Chinese woodblock movement had a great influence on
Japanese woodblock artists, who started organizing lectures
and woodblock art workshops for labourers and children.
Makoto Ueno, Kenji Suzuki, Koushi Ohta, Nobuya Iino,
Hiroharu Nii, and others founded Nihon Hanga Undou
Kyoukai (Institution for Japanese Woodcut Movement) in
194951 Woodblock arts were spread by way of lunchtime
workplace activities (¥ —2)V) during which professional
artists instructed labourers. Through artists’ endeavors,
amateur citizens became players in the woodblock arts.

Another inroad was made by a woodblock art collective
called Osunita (#f2K) which introduced diverse people
to their project!”. Shigeo Ohyama, Kenji Suzuki, Hiroharu
Nii, and Heijiro Taki founded the collective in 1950. The
membership included not only an artist, but also a
photographer, a novelist, a musician, and labourers. This
diverse group worked collaboratively to create picture
books using woodblock techniques. Their activity lasted
until 1953 although the whole picture has not yet been
brought to light. Soon after, the woodblock movement
became a social and art movement that enabled ordinary
citizens to express themselves and their lives.

Woodblock printing was then adopted in art classes and
by the school curriculum. Koushi Ohta promoted the
introduction of woodblock printing to education after
coming back from China and formed the Institute of

19474, PG PR /NP AR RIS AR 5N, AE 2K
BRI /NER TR LAY

Kakitsu Uchiyama, Nobuya lino, Tadashige Ono and Kenji Suzuki
etc. organized the woodblock workshop in Daigo Elementary School
in Ibaraki prefecture in 1947.

Photo by Li Ping-fan from “Scream in the field, Nobuya Iino and
Okukuji woodcut association document collection”. 2012, p.147.
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Education for Woodblock Prints (Z& it )Ll
Woodblock printing appeared in course guidelines for
art education in elementary schools in 1958\ In this way,
woodblock printing steadily diffused into ordinary life.

Woodblock Printing as ‘Marginal Art’

When studying the woodblock arts that emerge from
people’s everyday lives, the notion of ‘Marginal Art’ will
raise questions about whether major art history and
academic research should focus solely on professional art-
ists or whether it should also include amateur artists. Shun-
suke Tsurumi is a Japanese philosopher, critic, and historian
of popular culture who proposed the Marginal Art theory
in 1967. Tsurumi classifies art forms into three categories:
pure art (#REZET) produced by professional artists for
expert audiences, popular art (KHZEM) produced by
professional artists for non-specialist audiences, and
marginal art (BR¥LZE4) produced by amateurs for non-
specialist audiences. Tsurumi explains that marginal art is
generated from elements of people’s ordinary lives such as
patterns of behaviour, a way of speaking, a local festival,
bon dance, a parody of a song, a Japanese game of dice, and
so on. Furthermore, Tsurumi points out that pure art and
popular art come from marginal art and that marginal art is
interdisciplinary. Tsurumi explains as follows:

The form of marginal art is inconspicuous that is belonged
to other forms of activities rather than the form of art. Due
to this peculiar position, marginal art should be considered
in relation fo politics, work, family life, education, and
religion (p.38) .

In a nutshell, marginal art is the social practice of
intervening in other fields without being detached from
art itself. This means that marginal art is not just an
aesthetic representation and is more than just a political or
social tool.

For Tsurumi, marginal art is art created by amateurs as
opposed to professional artists, and any art that amateurs
actively engage in is marginal artl'. Applying this
classification to woodblock prints, creative prints are pure
art, Ukiyoe is popular art, and woodblock prints made by
workers and children can be considered as marginal art.
Another perspective arises when Tsurumi refers to noted
writer Kenji Miyazawa’s work and defines marginal art as
an individual’s reformation of a situation to satisfy his or
her original aspiration™. Marginal art is something that
does not separate producer and audiences, but is intrinsic
in the reorientation of a way of life and art towards the
“marginal”.

The Contemporary Marginal Art of
Woodblock Art Collectives

As previously mentioned, woodblock arts have long been
a part of Japanese culture: lectures, workshops, woodblock
art circles, along with the practices of both artists and
amateurs have all contributed to expanding the field of
woodblock prints in marginal arts. On the contemporary art
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scene today, amateur participation has become widespread,
especially in socially-engaged arts from the 1990s. This
has drastically shifted the emphasis from material/
representational artworks to immaterial/communicative art
projects. We have seen a similar growth of art collectives,
and social practices which have been discussed under the
term “art activism”. As Mark Fisher notes in Capitalist
Realism (2009), “it’s easier to imagine the end of the world
than the end of capitalism” — there is no escape from the
cycle of production and consumption within the global
art scene. The conditions of a neoliberal and post-Fordist
society mean that communication, participation, solidarity,
activism, and almost anything else become immaterial
artworks for the art market. However, what happens when
we consider the artistic production of amateurs outside
of this capitalist context? Is it just a hobby? A pastime? A
private pursuit?

Be that as it may, current woodblock art collectives
prefer to carry out workshops and collaborative projects with
amateurs. So what is the difference between amateurism
and professionalism when it comes to woodblock art
collectives these days? Let’s take the woodblock art
collective called A3BC (Anti-War, Anti-Nuclear, and Arts
of Block-print Collective) as a representation of amateurism
viewed through the lens of marginal arts and also as a
comparison with pure arts by woodblock artists!™?. Some
characteristics of art collectives are as follows:

Having a collective identity to share artistic or social values
with other members:

* Maintaining anonymous representation
(depending on each collective)

* Being in the vanguard and/or pursuing activism which
questions orthodoxies in society and the art world

* Encouraging collaboration and/or community
participation in art practices or projects

* Opting for a loose and non-hierarchical structure
(depending on each collective)

* Independently organizing art projects, exhibitions,
talks, events, art schools or social actions
(depending on each collective)

* Consisting only of artists or professional artists or
amateurs or any combination of the above

While there are many variations on the idea of the art
collective, these elements all apply to A3BC..

A3BC is a woodblock art collective in that it is a group that
collaboratively creates woodblock prints focusing on anti-
war and anti-nuclear issues. Keisuke Narita started running
the infoshop Irregular Rhythm Asylum (IRA) in 2004 to
enable communication exchange and to sell zines and goods
by punk anarchists from anywhere in the world who are
inspired by DIY culture. He makes the space available
for A3BC to run regular activities and this in turn has
influenced A3BC’s network as well. The network which
IRA is a part of is based on running autonomous spaces
and on celebrating DIY culture, which is an alternative way
of living to avoid neoliberal consumerism and which builds
communities in neighborhoods. As per Lee Chun Fung’s
discussion about the network around No Limit 2016,
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people associated with Shiréto no Ran (Amateur Riot),
Kiryu-sha, Café Lavanderia, Kakekomi-tei, and IRA share
a close interest in social, political, economic issues!™*). Many
participants and visitors come into contact with the regular
activities of A3BC through this network which stretches
throughout Japan and beyond.

Almost none of the regular participants of A3BC have any
formal art training (except a few in the past). As a regular
participant myself, I hardly ever hear people discussing
plans to step up in the art world, whether by pursuing
awards, biennales or triennales or by taking up residencies
as an art collective. In fact, A3BC itself is not affiliated
with any art institutions or galleries. A3BC has had some
experience exhibiting in museums such as the Tomonotsu
Museum of Art Brut and the Maruki Gallery for the
Hiroshima Panels, but these are exceptional museums in
that they exhibit marginal arts. Hence, A3BC has as yet no
strong connection with the art market and the art world.
Thus, when A3BC organizes workshops, few professional
artists and art specialists visit. There is a clear separation
between the contemporary art scene and the DIY culture
scene, even if some people belong to both. Ultimately, in
the art world, whether certain artistic activities and artworks
can be seen as “art” or not depends on who the audience
or participant is, along with who carries out the evaluation
and how!'*l. If there is an art critic, a curator, or an art
professional among the audience and participants, they
will evaluate artistic value. As far as I know, woodblock art
collectives in Asia have many members who have been
educated in local art colleges, so their relationships with
the art world, the market, and their respective networks
would be different from those maintained by A3BC, which

is my primary interest.

A3BC produces woodblock arts independently without
making an extra profit. I suppose this independence is
possible because of their distance from the art world as
well as the art market. Some members create individual
woodblock arts by themselves as artists. They join group
exhibitions, contribute to woodblock arts zines, or work on
book covers, CD jackets, T-shirt designs, and so on. The
expectation for A3BC is different from individual art
creation. A3BC covers running costs by selling T-shirts
on their own homepage and by accepting honorarium
payments. It is not possible to predict if the status quo
will continue into the future. At the very least, though, the
current situation should help to clarify how the amateurism
of A3BC manages to stay detached from art capital even
while being implicated in the processes of production and
consumption.

So far, I have pointed out how A3BC has been producing
woodblock prints independently as an amateur art collective.
How do professional artists see A3BC? The following
responses are instructive. A3BC was invited by a group
exhibition titled Hanga no Core 2 ('The core of printing 2)
organized by professional printmaking artists in 2019. The
editor of the woodblock art magazine commented in the talk
event that “professional artists are working on art creation
with artistic judgment centering on modernism, whereas
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the current woodcut movement in DIY culture is a new type
of expression and activity in the (printing) art world.” I
have also talked with several artists and, for them, A3BC’s
activities and output seem to constitute propaganda. The
former comment indicates that major artistic criteria are
still based on modernism. The latter comment suggests that
artists envision historical art events such as the proletarian
art movement and the reportage painting movement as
being related to the activities of A3SBC. As a matter of fact,
though, A3BC does not directly refer to any historical art
movement; rather, Taring Padi, Marjinal, Pangrok Sulap,
and other current woodcut art collectives are the ones whose

influence has a bearing on A3BC.

Nevertheless, artistic interpretations are generated by
situating themselves in a historical context. In which case,
my understanding of A3BC is that it is more closely aligned
with the activities of woodblock arts circle or art collective
Osunita where amateurs engaged in woodblock arts
proactively and people from diverse backgrounds gathered
to create collaborative work. Of course, A3BC does not aim
to promote woodblock arts to citizens; this distinguishes
them from artists in the pre-war and post-war periods.

However, we do not have to subject the marginal art of
woodblock prints to the standards of the pure art world. It is
hard as it is to strike a balance between encouraging the free
creative attitude of amateurism and adhering to the strict
aesthetic standards of professional art-making. Besides,
aesthetic values and social values are often inconsistent;
this would be the reason why the art world tends to ignore
the amateur practice that exists between art and activism.
Controlling the quality of arts is another point to consider
in distinguishing between pure and marginal arts. For
example, in collaborative work at A3BC, especially in areas
of free carving, it sometimes happens that a less regular
participant may produce a poorly rendered, mismatched
motif which is then allowed to remain. This is not to say
that A3BC does not care about the aesthetic quality of the
final output; it is more that once we make judgments based
on narrow aesthetic criteria, spontaneous collaboration
with a variety of people becomes limited. Rather than the
aesthetic merit of an individual, amateur woodblock art
collectives prioritise collective authorship, knowledge and
skill sharing, and collaboration without hierarchy.

Conclusion

The history of woodblock art since creative printmaking
has seen amateurs playing a significant role, albeit in the
shadow of professional artists. Considered through the lens
of marginal art, it is clear that amateurs continue to practice
micro-activism by carving woodcuts about everyday social
and political concerns, and that professional artists have
supported their practices. Moreover, on the recent woodblock
art scene, amateur woodblock art collectives like A3BC have
been proactively engaging in workshops and collaborations
while communicating with other woodblock arts collectives
around the world. The distance between art and society
is shrinking all the more, and the popularization of art
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production that artists once aspired to is currently being
realized through amateur-led participatory and socially-
engaged art.

Furthermore, in recent times, some notable art projects
have brought amateurism to the fore. Dutch artist Renzo
Martens founded the Institute for Human Activities (IHA)
in 2012 and Cercle d’Art des Travailleurs de Plantation
Congolaise (CATPC) in 2014. CATPC is run by plantation
workers, an ecologist, and a local artist in Congo; its aim is
to extricate workers from global inequality and unilaterally-
imposed economic exploitation. Martens conceives of himself
as a facilitator for the collaborative projects between THA
and CATPC. Most of the members of CATPC are amateur
artists and Martens supports their endeavours to produce
and sell sculptures on the art market; he also guides them
on how to utilize their own positionality in the art world.

How or to what extent will amateur participation be
recognized and welcomed in art production in the future?
And will the level of amateur participation itself become a
necessary consideration in terms of artistic evaluation and
analysis> Woodblock art requires skill and technique in
working with the material, and thus the difference between
amateur and professional may be quite apparent in the work.
On the contemporary art scene, it does seem at first glance
that the boundary between professionals and amateurs has
been blurred, and that the power of professional identity
and discipline have been shaken. In this context, how
the marginal art of amateur-led woodblock printmaking
should be described and archived in art history needs to be
negotiated with existing artistic judgments based on modern
creative prints. However, with amateurism already stak-
ing its claim in the art world and marginal art gradually
making its presence felt, this change should be widely
recognized. How each professional and amateur artist
relates to art capital may be the key to future artistic
production and appreciation.
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Woodcut workshop at orphan house

Courtesy: Pangrok Sulap

Please tell us more about Pangrok Sulap. What are your
primary concerns and main activities?

Pangrok Sulap is an artist collective based in Ranau, Sabah.
We are a group of friends that got together around 2008. We
started off volunteering as a group in the interior because we
became aware of the hardships of rural life: a lot of villagers
still do have no supply of tap water or electricity; they also
have difficulty getting to town to sort out their daily needs.
So we collect used items, donations, and food to distribute to
those in need. Back then, we called ourselves “V for Volunteer”.
Besides distributing supplies, we also organized gotong-
royong!" and did mural painting at schools. We always gathered
over music, which exposed us to punk culture, the DIY
spirit, human rights, and environmental issues; we then became
so excited to blast that awareness to the people around us.
“Pangrok Sulap” came about in 2012: “pangrok” is a colloquial
pronunciation of “punk rock” and “sulap” means a small hut
where locals rest, chit chat, and make things happen. At that
time, we were invited to the Yellow Fools Festival and asked
for our collective name, so a few of us discussed the matter
and made the decision.

What is the membership like in Pangrok Sulap? What are
the obligations or commitments in being a member?

We now have 6 to 7 fixed members who are fully committed
to the activities of Pangrok Sulap, but the circle can grow
to 20 or more when we have public programmes. We have
never really set up a membership system. The structure is
actually quite open and fluid: people just come and go
according to their interests, availability, and geographical
proximity. Let’s say if we are going to create a large work,
we will inform our friends; then those who come are the
ones who complete the work together, and will be considered
to be part of Pangrok Sulap.

* KRGftHRizo Leong, Memeto JackfISE .2 [, 122018-20 1 94F & [HI7E NS A o M A T I St e A T B,

SR P AE# E R TP B LeongiE T,

* Part of this interview was compiled from earlier conversations between Rizo Leong, Memeto Jack and Krystie Ng
from 2018 to 2019 in Ranau and Kuala Lumpur. The exchange was filled out by way of written correspondence

between the interviewer and Leong.
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Is this open membership related to the traditional
culture of the indigenous people? Is there any practice of
collectivism or reciprocity in Sabah?

The culture of working together is a common practice in
our everyday lives here. For example, if there is a wedding,
the villagers will go to help the host one day before the
ceremony without having to be asked. Or when there is heavy
rain, and the water supply gets cut off due to dead leaves
clogging up the pipes, the villagers will spontaneously
go and clean up the catchment the next day. I think the spirit
of working together here is well established.

Volunteering and reciprocity can be very different at
times. Those in power appreciate charitable activities like
volunteerism among the people because it indirectly
reduces the obligation that should be undertaken by the
authorities. Conversely, reciprocity is always established
based on mutual relationships. What is your take on these
two different forms of practices?

I think both are good, depending on our intentions. If the
work we do is beneficial to the people, or our intention is to
share what we produce, the volunteers will come on their own
and the work can be done much more easily. The term
“volunteer” for me refers to us working together on something
without asking for return; still, for sure we will be reciprocated
with good things. Maybe dependency in the city is another
story, but in my opinion, the community in the village is more
relaxed and people are more likely to help each other.

Please describe the relationship between Pangrok Sulap
and the community you work with.

As a matter of fact, we don’t limit ourselves to working with
one community. We always reach out to build connections
with other communities in different districts. Each community
for us is like a family. What we know and what we have — we
share these resources with them. We always practice the
concept of two-way learning. We learn about the indigenous
cultures and their activities, especially from those who still
live in the mountainous areas who have deep knowledge
about the forests and mother nature. The same goes for the art
we know: we share it with the villagers.

None of the members of Pangrok Sulap were trained in
the arts, so where did you learn woodcut from?

Actually, we tried making woodcuts before we learned the
skill properly. We learned it from the internet. It’s just that
in the past we sometimes used the wrong material and
made some technical mistakes. It can be said that we picked
up the skill from Indonesian punk band Marjinal. In 2013,
Marjinal came to Sabah and we invited Marjinal to our studio
for the One Day Workshopwith Marjinal. From there we
slowly got more familiar with the medium. Now we have
really been able to master it and have made it the main
medium in our practice.
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What sort of goals do you wish to achieve via woodcut?

After learning woodcut from Marjinal, we are exposed to
Taring Padi and the work they do. We are so fascinated by
Taring Padi: their woodcuts are very powerful and
widespread; they started by just pasting posters everywhere,
not knowing they would cause such a huge impact today. We
are very much inspired by Taring Padi’s use of woodcut to
spread messages, but we apply this to the local issues here in

Sabah.

What led you to choose woodcut as a way to

engage with people?

There are a few reasons: woodcut is easy to create; you
can make woodcut anywhere; the material is cheap
and we can easily get MDF (boards) around here — we
also recycle MDF from old furniture and cake boards.

Many of the members of Pangrok Sulap also create
woodcut individually. How different is working
independently as opposed to collectively?

When we are making woodcuts individually, it is up to us to
work with our own themes and objectives. If we are creating
works collectively, there will usually be a common goal. For
example, the work “Tinagas Keiyep” was created collectively
with the villagers. Before creating the piece, we told the
villagers the objective in making this work was to raise funds
to build a craft centre in the village. The villagers were very
motivated to work together on this with all their effort. Since
we are making large-size prints, we need a lot of people to get
involved and it’s best if we include everyone’s ideas too. We
would like to think that every human being is unique; we
will live more harmoniously if we can celebrate our differenc-
es and contrasting beliefs.

While working collectively, do you prioritize the
process or the outcome?

I consider the time spent working together to be very
valuable. We love to work together because it strengthens
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our relationship with each other. During the process of
carving and printing together, we always share our stories
and ideas. For me, the process is more important because
working together strengthens everyone’s spirit. There is this
energy that motivates us to strive and always learn from
each other whether it is something new or old. If a work is
ready, it depends on whether the outcome is beautiful or not;
everyone can choose to accept it with an open heart.

In recent years, Pangrok Sulap has frequently been
invited to join overseas residency programmes and
exhibitions. What reasons do you have for taking part
in these programmes?

We think those are very good opportunities for us to expose
the issues here in Sabah to international audiences. Our
works might give inspiration to other people — as in, we are
only a small collective but we are able to participate in
renowned events across the art world. For example, when
we create large prints with villagers, and the prints are then
shown at international exhibitions, the villagers feel proud
that they have contributed to the work and overseas audiences
get to know what is happening here. The villagers and
Pangrok Sulap get to share the aura.

How do you avoid objectification and spectatorship of the
community you work with, especially when you have
foreign audiences who may not have a deep understanding
of the local situation?

Usually, the work we produce is about global problems that
are happening everywhere and that are relatable. If the
work produced is related to the story of the villagers, it
is more like form of sharing with the audience. In my opinion,
an artist’s role is to create and to express something; we
leave it to the audience to evaluate the work because everyone
has their own views and perspectives. I believe that one of
the main responsibilities of an artist is to open up their
sensibility to be able to feel emotionally and physically, and
this will motivate the audience to start changing their way of
thinking and try to do something.

Do you see any conflict in working with community

organizations while exhibiting on institutional platforms?

Before we start a piece of work, we always have discussions
with the community about their needs and how we can help.
We believe every piece of woodcut we create with the
community should serve a purpose. By creating the prints
and exhibiting them, we want the community to benefit. So
far, we have had no issues with the community when we

exhibit the woodcuts out there. In fact, the people are more

than happy to see the outcome of community work reaching
international platforms.

How do the villagers get to know about your
international art activities?

If we make return trips to the villages, we show them photos
of the exhibitions. Sometimes, we get in touch by sending
photos and text messages. We also update our social media
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I Endnote

1.Gotong-royong e — FHRRA T K ARHE 5 1 AL RUGRAE
Gotong-royong is a form of mutual aid that is

prevalent in the Nusantara. For more, please read Krystie
Ng, 2019, “Collaboration or Social Mobilisation?: The
Historical Contex of Gotong-Royong and Its Politics”,
Mapping on the Development of Self-Organised Woodcut
Collective in Inter-Asian Context (1990s-2010s), pp.7-13.

so those who are following us will see our activities.

Besides selling prints and merchandise at art bazaars and
through social media, Pangrok Sulap also exhibits and sells
at commercial galleries. How do you handle the revenue?

We do not have a fixed way of handling revenue. For each item
we sell, we always have discussions within the collective
regarding how to distribute the money. Most of the time, the
income goes towards covering the operational costs of our
studio, reimbursing money spent on art materials, contributing
to funds for future community programmes, and being
distributed among the fixed members as a stipend. We always
seck to reinvest the money in a more sustainable way, so
two years ago we allocated part of the money to building a
craft centre at Keiyep Village together with the locals. There
are a lot of women in the village selling beadwork to make a
living. We hope the centre will provide the villagers with a
common space to work together, while also serving as a
selling point where they can sell directly to tourists without
intermediaries taking commissions. With the craft centre,
we wish to promote collectivism and build a support system
among the villagers.

Do you think your practice has brought about changes for
the locals?

In Sabah, there is a lack of understanding about the role of
art in society. For example, handicrafts are produced only as
jewelry to be worn or as products to be sold to tourists. In
fact, it is more than that. Handicrafts are a unique tradition
and are made from forest products. This background is not
taught or discussed when one is learning to bead. Many
times when we host a workshop, we explain the role of art in
knowledge production and how to appreciate a piece of art.
Many people thirst to join because of their curiosity and
their desire to learn. Also, when we make woodcuts together,
people are eager to participate. Our method is to let everybody
master the skill, and then everyone can take part in creating
the larger prints together. I personally believe that, by working
collectively, we can empower the community by giving them
the confidence to do something, like make woodcuts. Such a
situation will be an inspiration to other communities to learn
woodcut together.

Lastly, tell us what is up for Pangrok Sulap in the

coming year.

We are planning to buy land together with villagers in
order to establish a model settlement that we have been
envisioning. We are going to fill this village with arts and
cultures, open our own art gallery, and set up a space for
workshops that can accommodate many people. We hope to
welcome people, both local and from overseas, who will have
the chance to visit us and work with us here, so that we can
learn from each other and open up more spaces for exchange
and communication.
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Interviewed & edited by DUt also conveys a message:

CHEN Wei-Lun
member of P&CD

A Self-interview of Print and Carve Department
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Interviewees: Members of Print & Carve Department
(LiYi, Pang, Swato and Willy)

Print & Carve Department (P&CD) is made up of a group
of members that love printmaking and are concerned about
social issues. We try to explore the possibility of collective
creation and socio-political images throughout the process of
collective printmaking.

As a young printmaking collective, our creative concept is
influenced by other printmaking collectives in Asia, for
instance, Taring Padi in Indonesia and A3BC in Japan,
as well as the social realist woodcuts tendency that emerged
during the 1930s. The understanding of “collective” here
is in line with the value of “Do it Together” as promoted by
Trapped Citizen, a group that often organizes music gigs and
cultural activities.

Since its establishment about one year ago, P&CD
continues to create new works. These printmaking is not
completed by individual members alone. For example, the
“New Paradise No. 17”7, was almost open to all those who
came to the Trapped Citizen to participate in printmaking
gatherings. The recent “Ghost” and “Play the Non-Citizen
Cards” were completed by the members of P&CD. Other
works like “Electoral Madness” and “You Purchase Us As but
We Are Human Beings” were created jointly with Taring
Padi and migrant workers from the Taiwan International
Workers Association (TTWA) accordingly. So, is “creation of
a group of people” equivalent to “collective creation™ If so,
what is the political radicalness in this model of creation?

On the other hand, P&CD is invited to participate in Carving
Reality: Contemporary Woodcut Exchange Exhibition in
Kuala Lumpur this November. In which, we decided to
exhibit and sell our latest creation — “Play the Non-Citizen
Cards”. This decision tackled discussions on issues such as
pricing the prints, to limit the editions or make them open
edition etc. During this process of deliberation, our members
further elaborated on the motivation to create prints of

P&CD.

This is a self-interview conducted by the members of
P&CD that attempts to respond to the above issues. If
we summarized the content of this interview, we shall get
the following conclusion: Although participants for collective
printmaking experience are different each time, to be able
to reach consensus on the theme and visual presentation is
the focus of our collective creation model. Such a deliberative
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Beside of the weekly gathering, P&CD host printmaking workshops
to the public since August 2020

Courtesy: Pang
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process itself is already political. Besides, P&CD is influenced
by the printmaking tradition in Mainland China and Japan,
as well as the other woodcut collectives. We believe printmaking
still carries the function to disseminate information, we
are afraid that limiting the number of editions will disrupt
the possibility of communication.

The Origin

In November 2018, the Hong Kong and Taiwan Printmaking
Group invited Trapped Citizen to create woodcut “New
Paradise No. 17”7 collectively. During the carving period
of more than half a year, the main members of the
printmaking group who were responsible for coordination
left. Most of the partners who continue to participate
were not the original members of the printmaking group,
so we decided to use the name “Print & Carve Department”
to move on. With this name, we hope to be the art and
cultural department of social movements, and embrace
printmaking as a main creative means.

Currently there are four members in P&CD, but not every
member has professional art or printmaking backgrounds.
The operation of P&CD relies on everyone’s tacit
understanding and division of labour, in the general affairs,
inspirational input, as well as gaining trust of others in the
creative process. Some members care about new friends
who first participated in our weekly gathering, while some
become the driving force to push everyone forward silently.
However, during the stage of carving blocks, the roles of
the four of us are always “carve”, “carve”, “carve”, “carve”, we
all carve the blocks together.

In the introduction to P&CD, you said: “P&CD is made
up by a group of members that love printmaking and are
concerned about social issues. We try to explore the
possibility of collective creation and socio-political images
through the process of collective printmaking” What are
the “socio-political images” here?

Li Yi: Woodcuts have its historical context, and we are
influenced by woodcut collectives such as Taring Padi and
A3BC, as well as political propaganda prints by Huang
Rong-can etc. Our prints are not just decorative or “good
looking” pictures, but they serve a purpose.

Willy: In the evolutionary stages of wooduct, there is a
stage that emphasizes social realism, social concern, and
the political messages contained in the prints. This is how I
understand woodcut as “socio-political images”.

Li Yi: In the documentary of Taring Padi, it is mentioned
that the reason for using wooden boards is because it can
be obtained easily. There are many types of printmaking,
but the lines created by woodcut are sharp, it is best to
deliver slogans, and it can be duplicated too. It is very fit
to make into propaganda materials, therefore it contains
certain social significance.

Willy: Most of the prints by P&CD explore the themes of
the social issues that concern us.
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The Openness and Concensive Decision of Collective
Creation

Since our establishment, from “New Paradise No. 17” to “Play
the Non-Citizen Cards”, the process and participants in
creating each work have varied. Take “New Paradise No. 177
as an example, this work is based on the idea and structure
of “Qingming Shanghe Tu”, (HWILJTE) where the
members of Trapped Citizen were invited to collaborate.
Then “Play the Non-Citizen Cards”, the process from the
discussion of topics, composition to carving the work was all

completed by the current four members of P&CD.

By narrating the creative process of each work, our members
get to clarify each other’s understanding of the concept of
“collective creation”. Some members consider the way of
producing “New Paradise No. 17”7 is closer to “collective
creation” — participants (including members of the Hong
Kong and Taiwan Printmaking Group, Trapped Citizen,
people that are interested in printmaking, and even our
impromptu guests during our gatherings) are involved in the
sketching and carving process while chipping in their diverse
imagination to the topic. Comparatively, the format in
creating “Play the Non-Citizen Cards” is more like P&CD’s
“own creation’. Besides, our member also raised a point when
comparing “collective creation” to individual work, that the core
value of the former is how to achieve consensus throughout
the process, and this itself comprises certain political
practices beyond art.

How do you explain the concept of “collective creation”?

Pang: Collective creation is all about “doing something
together”, including thinking, drawing and discussing issues
together. The creative process of “New Paradise No. 177
is closer to my imagination of collective creation that is
open to everyone to take part in. At the beginning we do
not have a specific theme, we draw together and add on things
later, where diversity is underlined.

Swato: “New Paradise No. 17" presents everyone’s
imagination of the world. Everyone from Trapped Citizen
carries their own imagination to carve the print.

Li Yi: “New Paradise No. 177 takes “Qingming Shanghe
Tu” as reference, it has a decentralized composition. Each
participant can find their own little corner to start sketching,
even though we master different levels of printmaking and
drawing techniques, it still looks very cool. But later we
observe from the works of other printmaking collectives,
they started to think about “collective imagination” besides
thinking issues about the collective and printmaking. Each
of us has our very own thoughts, at last how do we present
an image where everybody agrees with each other? At the
gatherings of P&CD,we will discuss what are the issues
that each other cares about. When creating it, we will discuss
whether each of us take the same position on certain issues.
We only start making art collectively after confirming
everyone cares about the certain topics.
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Swato: The process of making printmaking is an action itself.
Behind each print there are our actions and purposes.
When creating “Play the Non-Citizen Cards”, we discussed
if we want to open up for third parties to join us. But the
reasons why this print is presented in such a way is based on
the discussion of four of us, we feel inappropriate if we let
other people join in the process of creation.

Willy: It is not only considerations about time or skill, but
because “Play the Non-Citizen Cards” is a collective action
made by four of us. As we do not know what other people
think of the issues about non-citizens, it would be strange if
we open up for their participation.

Do you find personal desire to create would be
suppressed during the process of collective creation?

Pang: The emphasis of group creation is about mutual
cooperation, not suppression. You chip in your ideas, I chip in
mine, everyone has different ideas and we have to mediate.

Swato: In the process of co-creation, we certainly hope that
our proposals will be accepted, but I also feel that the other
proposals are very good. If everyone is willing to discuss, the
final presentation is pretty good. To do things collectively is
to consider the ideas of other people, listen to their opinions
and integrate their things.
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Migrant workers are creating their own printmaking during
a workshop

Courtesy: Pang

Authorship, limited edition and open edition

In the second half of 2020, P&CD has successively received
exhibition invitations from Hong Kong and Malaysia,
hoping to exhibit “New Paradise No. 177, “You Purchase Us
As but We Are Human Beings” and “Play the Non-Citizen
Cards” respectively. As some of the works involved in sales
and the creators are not limited to only members of the
P&CD, we also discussed issues like who does the
collective creations belong to and should the edition of
prints be limited?

How do P&CD view the issue of “authorship”, who
do these collective creations belong to? Will this issue
affect the discussion of loaning collective creations for
exhibition?

Swato: I think the works belong to the collective, not to any
individual.

Li Yi: It is common ownership.

If we are to sell our prins, what should be taken into
consideration?

Pang: As long as four of us agree, we can sell. Also how do we
handle the revenues later, the members should make it clear.

Li Yi: I think it is fine if everyone says so.

The pricing of prints in the art market pretty much
depends on whether the work is a limited edition or open
edition. When there is a chance to sell, does it affect you
to limit the number of editions? Is keeping the prints
open edition a significant concept to you?

Li Yi: Most of the works done by us are created for social
issues, and only when there is no limit on the number of
editions can be considered as public. Only open editions
allow us to print it again, either for the purpose of
exchanging with other woodcut collectives or for the
purpose of promoting the issue to the wider audience.
However, I think that the work can be sold, not as
“artwork”, but as a peripheral product (printed on T-shirts
and tote bags).

Swato: I agree to keeping our prints open edition. The
purpose of P&CD to create woodcut is to exchange and
spread messages, not to sell.

Willy: The tradition of woodcut printmaking is to
emphasize replicability and the circulation of information.
I have participated in the printmaking workshop at A3BC
once, and one of their members asked if we wanted to print
their work. Because the design is so beautiful, I printed them
on some second-hand T-shirts and brought them back to the
other members. As I wanted to explain to everyone, I also
understood the meaning of these prints. That’s the way the
woodcut community exchanges with each other, and if
that’s the case, limiting the number of prints would be
troublesome.
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Please tell us about East Asia Ecotopia.

Based in South Korea, East Asia Ecotopia (EAE) consists
of a small group of members who share a consensus on
being ecological both in terms of orientation and of the
work produced. Our purpose is to unite in the struggle
against development projects and environmental destruction.
We have mainly stood against urban redevelopment and its
resulting forced evictions; we have also engaged in solidarity
with those who struggle for the protection of residential
rights and who struggle to resist large-scale development
projects that cause serious environmental damage. Our group
makes proposals and holds discussions with no fixed members
or established guidelines; we execute decisions on the basis
of agreements made in the process.

Organizing an annual camp for solidarity is our chief
undertaking. Once we decide on the location of the year’s
solidarity camp, we progress to a bike tour to that location.
When we arrive at that location, we hold a solidarity camp
for several days. Participants can host their own workshops
that they have prepared, exchange skills, and talk about
many things. Until now, EAE has joined forces in the
struggle against development projects such as the Four
Major Rivers Project, dam construction, cable car
construction in national parks, naval base construction,
new airport construction, and mega-sporting events.

The issues you engage with are mainly related to land
rights, development and environmental issues. How do
you grapple with these problems from a political point of
view? Who are your adversaries? And why do you think
it is important to build solidarity where these issues are
concerned?

I think the position we have most clearly formed a consensus
around is as follows: let’s unite to protect our habitat
against destructive development projects. This is a simple
sentence, but it is not simple when it comes to each
problem. There are various parties in every matter. Most
cities are created through large-scale destruction of natural
ecosystems, but we are united in struggling with evictees
who are driven out of the city. We support animal liberation,
but but we stand in solidarity with restaurants serving
pig’s trotters when they resist forced evictions. We plant
vegetables and flowers on land from which residents have
been driven out and where apartment construction is already
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underway. We are always faced with somewhat contradictory
situations and we do things that aren’t clear. I think it is
possible to start from a simple position and do something
which is not simple because we are connected through the
chain of solidarity.

Why have you embraced woodcut as a medium?

EAE uses woodcuts as one of solidarity’s means. In addition
to woodcuts, we also use other printmaking techniques
such as silkscreen and stencils, we choose the appropriate
means for each situation.

First of all, many members of our group like to make things
with their hands. It is also in our stand for resistance to
convenience and profit-oriented development projects, we
can rely less on machines and markets. Currently, it is
very easy to make a lot of prints cheap and fast in
South Korea. Many organisations use mass printouts to
publicize the struggle. Often printed promotional materials
are thrown away without being used up. There is a tendency
to treat handmade prints as being more valuable than
large volumes of printouts. The same tendency applies to
perspectives of the maker and the recipient. We don’t need
to make and distribute large volumes of printouts because it’s
a small gathering. Rather than a large and vast network of
relationships, we think it’s a better way for us to meet one
by one and have a direct relationship, and we think the
printmaking is better suited to this type of relationship.

We are curious and want to find out more about the
concept of “handmade” here. Is it related to the DIY
culture of anarchism?

Some may have that connection in mind and some may
have never thought about it. We have never had a
discussion to define this concept, but we naturally accept
and understand each other.

What is the process like when you practice printmaking
collectively?

Our group will discuss how to practice printmaking when
a situation arises that requires printing, or when a request
is received from a group or people with whom we are building
solidarity. Depending on the printmaking, there are times
when one person plans, designs, and produces; there are
times when only group members gather together; and there
are times when various participants are gathered together.
In the case of Stop the construction of a second airport on
Jeju Island, we started with the idea of hanging something
at a sit-in protest site as an objection to the construction
of a second airport on Jeju Island. Several people discussed
what image would be good to express our message, and
someone made a sketch based on that story.

At that time, there was an all-day event being held at the
protest site for an intensive struggle, and we thought it
would be nice to engage in printmaking with people
gathered there. We went to the site with wooden boards,
carving knives, and other tools; and several people who
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EAE/MHAERESLE(No Warship)
EAE carving No Warship collectively
Courtesy: East Asia Ecotopia

came and went all day carved together little by little. We
did this because we thought it would be more meaningful
if people who had solidarity in the same struggle could
participate together.

Generally, each member has a different level of skill and
interest in printmaking, and some people have never done
it before; however, collaboration allows each member to
understand and participate in the printmaking producing
process to some extent.

You mentioned that the skills and interests of
participants tend to vary. Do you agree that the group

makes it a priority to take on the differences of each
individual? Why?

Our group operates together with the different interests
and skills of each member. Because we have bike lovers who
fix and take care of bicycles, we get to go on bike tours;
and because we have a skilled navigator, we get to follow
good routes and find good campsites. Because we have
some people who know a lot of people and like to make
friends, we get to interact with other groups or hold
workshops; and because we have someone who likes
photography, we get to keep a record of our activities. If
there is anyone who feels challenged at anypoint of the
various activities, we can also create new meaning by
helping each other. We think the difference between each
member is natural and beautiful.

Are there any difficulties you face when working in a
group? How do you overcome them?

If there is not enough time to discuss matters, or if there is
a clear message to express, then individual work is carried
out with the consent of the members. If the task is an easy
one, and depending on the situation, it is possible for our
members to work individually. In situations where we need
to talk a lot about new messages or images, we collaborate
as much as possible, time permitting.

When working together, we sometimes face difficulties
in responding to the multiple variables that affect the
printmaking progress. For example, it may take too long
to carve woodcuts or the image may not be clearly printed.
In this case, appropriate responses are needed, and there
will be natural differences of opinion about how to deal
with it. Whether it would be better to modify the design
and complete it within the planned time, or to increase the
working time, or to reduce the number of prints — each
of us has a different judgment. Our discussions usually
take a lot of time, so it’s often difficult to make quick
decisions. This is true not only for us, but also for many
groups that work collaboratively. We try to find the right
countermeasures by talking as much as we can, even if we
can’t produce the perfect outcome.

How do you understand “authorship”? Is there any
conflict surrounding authorship within your group?

Each member has a slightly different understanding of
authorship, but printmakings in EAE has the purpose of
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building solidarity. We think that it’s more a public good
that can be used and shared by people who are united in a
struggle rather than a work of art. If printmaking is used
in a way other than in a pre-established area of activity,
discussions with the members are held to determine how
to use it. In the case of One Billion Rising Resistance:
Collaborative Printmaking Project, more people were
working together, so we had to think more about
authorship. So, we went through the process of obtaining
consent from the participants and telling them in advance
about the expected range of uses for the print. We had never
been through this process before, but we think it was
necessary to reduce the room for conflict.

How can people get access to your woodcuts?

Until now, the woodcuts have been sent to the sit-in
struggle sites, or to the people with whom we are in
solidarity or who are directly involved. We can set up
exhibitions if necessary, but we haven’t done that yet.

How do you see the operation of the creative economy or
of art capital in the context of Korean society? Do these
factors have an influence on your practice? Do you see
your practice as a counterweight to the logic of the creative
industry?

We have engaged in printmaking with the aim of building
solidarity rather than in order to create works of art. We are
not particularly affected by the situation in the creative and
artistic markets. We have never thought of our actions as
counterweights to the art industry. To be specific, we don’t
know much about the art industry.

How do you finance your operations — for example,
paying for studio rental and buying art materials? As far
as I understand, East Asia Ecotopia is very careful in
accepting grants. Could you tell us your concerns?

All activities conducted by East Asia Ecotopia are made
possible by jointly-raised funds. Sometimes, we go to the
market and raise funds by selling clothes and bags made
using silkscreen. The money from sales of goods made
from some of the designs to raise solidarity funds is
then used as a general Ecotopia official fund. For example,
in 2015, we sold T-shirts with a design that contained
messages against the construction of cable cars and sent
solidarity funds. Since 2016, we have used proceeds from
T-shirt sales as public funds.

We try to reduce unnecessary costs as much as possible
because we don't have a stable source of funding. As we
work in community spaces, underused spaces, and parks
where we have relationships with the relevant parties, the
rent price is not too high. We try to manage costs for each
printmaking production and activity; then, if there is a
shortage of funds raised after the activity is completed, the
members will share the expenses.

If we raise the money from the state apparatus or from
large corporations that administer the very destructive
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projects that we criticize and oppose, it will be difficult for
us to maintain our current orientation. As far as possible,
we stay autonomous when it comes to the activities we
engage in along with our capabilities. Therefore, we
maintain a position where we can discuss and apply
stricter standards about subsidies. We remain critical of
subsidies, but we do not blame organisations that have
different positions.

Art and culture elements seem to comprise a big part of
your activities. Why do you think it is important to
incorporate cultural perspectives into your movement
and your struggles? Are these practices meant to fill up
any gaps in existing social movements?

Perhaps artistic and cultural activities are more visible
than other activities. What we have spent the most time
on are field surveys, data research, information sharing,
participation in the propaganda war, and supportive actions.
We do what we can. If we could do other things, we would
do that, too. We have limited abilities and we’re not very
brave. Even if we draw and hang a picture (at a site), the
excavator that destroys the building will not be stopped,
the trees will still be cut down, and the dam construction
will continue. Likewise, even if we set up a barricade
against a “serviced gangster” (£ 73)!, they will not
simply step down. We don’t have one or two strong counter-
measures to win outright, so we resist by using dozens of
weak means as far as possible.

Could you please tell us about your future plans?

Establishing relationships has become more and more
centred on online interactions since the start of the
Covid-19 pandemic. Many workshops and meetings are
now carried out on Zoom and people have to fill in
entry lists wherever they go. We are facing a lot of
difficulties because our group has always valued direct
relationships and a sense of place, and acted on the
premise of anonymity that does not specifically reveal
the identity of individual members. We think that
exchanges through smaller and more diverse networks of
relationships are the right way to go at this time. Earlier
this year, we felt that woodcut was a good mean of
exchange when we carried out the One Billion Rising
Resistance: Collaborative Printmaking Project. We’re
going to explore this method in various ways.

#F I Endnote
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In Korea, serviced gangsters work for companies hired by
the developer, police or state government to evict protestors
violently.
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