Wonderful Shanghai!
Several months ago, I received – as did many collectors and artists all over the world – an invitation from the Shanghai Fu Xian Zhai Ex-libris Society (SFXZ) to take part in a ‘mini-congress’ from 21 to 25 October this year. Although the invitation did not contain glossy images of the congress venue, and the organisers had to fight a rather nasty ‘smear campaign’ accusing them of being mercantile and only using ex-libris to make money, I decided that the attraction of seeing Shanghai - one of the great expanding capitals of the world - was irresistible. Moreover I had lived there as a child, just before Mao Zedong’s revolution brought him to power, and was keen to see how it was today. 

The registration fee was 100 EUR per person, and this covered both accomodation and food - for five days. At twenty euros a day, it was hardly extorsion!!! I even decided to take my 11-year old son Nicholas with me, to make him discover China.

The trip was long. Geneva-Dubai, over six hours, and Dubai-Shanghai, nearly nine hours, with a wait in the middle. Fortunately, Emirates is one of the most comfortable airlines, even in economy class. The return ticket, at 700 EUR, was booked well in advance.

For a change, the SFXZ had organised a competition for collectors, rather than just artists, for its congress. Such an event had not taken place since the 1995 ‘World of Ex-libris’ and I was very keen to see the results. Again, because of the unfairly negative image of the SFXZ, participation was limited, although a quality publication was produced which collectors can purchase directly from the organisers at  exlibriswr@gmail.com or exlibriswr@163.com. It shows the best ex-libris of a range of knowledgeable collectors who are not always at FISAE or other major congresses. SFXZ also gave a prize to a major artist and this time it went to the Bulgarian Robert Baramov, whose fine drypoints and mixed techniques are indisputably attractive, even if his relations with collectors have sometimes been somewhat conflictual. Another beautiful exhibition and publication in the congress was dedicated to Jiri Brazda, in the same format as earlier volumes on van Damme’s, Baeyens’ and Hamanishi’s work. We all know that Brazda has an impressive opus of prints, both free graphics and ex-libris, with a sharply marked and immediately recognisable style. To see on the wall about 200 of his bookplates is an unforgettable delight.

The foreign participants were not many in the congress. Apart from Baramov and Brazda, Christos Giannakis was there (he confirmed to me that the process of  formally registering a Greek Society is under way, and he is inviting Vassilis Zevgolis to participate in  it), as well as Hisao Haneda from Japan, and myself. Some 20 Chinese artists took part, and about 30 collectors. It was encouraging to see that the average age of the Chinese participants was around 30-35, when in European congresses it averages double that figure! 

Amongst he local collectors were some we already knew from Beijing, like Nannan Wang, but most we met for the first time. All were very friendly and interested, sometimes buying bookplates from other collectors and sometimes exchanging. I found that the quality of the Chinese ex-libris on offer was in general a good deal higher than what I had seen in Beijing, and I think that the merit is to a great extent Wang Rong’s. If he really blossomed in the field of ex-libris after the Nyon Congress, his interest pre-dates it by several years. In 2007, he published a major volume on Chinese ex-libris in cooperation with the LuXun print museum of Shanghai, which illustrates the work of about 150 artists, the most highly regarded of the generation just past, the present established artists and the rising youngsters. Although the aesthetics of some of these seem at first very foreign to the Western eye, their intrinsic qualities are evident and they are comparable to the best of each generation in Europe. Certainly, the fine engravings of the Russian, Bulgarian and East European artists cannot be found in China, but if one looks at the bookplates in terms of woodcuts and wood-engravings, with fascinating colour printing techniques, they are worthy of as much praise. Also, the amount of work and dedication put by the artists into the creation of ex-libris leaves nothing to be desired. Long past are the days of bookplates without collectors’ names... Some will recall the story told by Luc van den Briele of his meeting with a Chinese artist close to twenty years ago: the artist showed him a bookplate with ‘ex libris’i in Western characters, followed by an inscription in Chinese. Asked by Luc if this was the name of the collector, the artist looked puzzled and said “Oh no! It means ‘Springtime in Heinan’.
When Wang Rong organised a small auction of high quality Chinese ex-libris, with a couple of European ones, I was vey excited to see what would happen. Well, all the lots (except one!) were bought by Chinese collectors, and at very substantial prices. Ex-libris of major artists who died in the last few years, such as Yang Keyang, went for about 50 to 80 EUR; an uncommon Liang Dong went for 30 EUR. One important ex-libris on offer was a 1987 nude by Li Qun (who is 100 years old!). It sold for 145 EUR; when I asked why it went so high, Wang Rong explained to me that it was the first bookplate on the subject in China and broke taboos... This shows that there is a young generation of collectors out there who are willing to invest in bookplates. Where are their European counterparts?

A perk for persons interested in techniques for making ex-libris was a demonstration by Ding Jingshen of the ‘watercolour printed woodcut technique’. Multiple blocks of plywood are engraved and successively printed on a special rice paper using watercolour applied to the blocks with a paintbrush. This allows amazing tonal variations which can never be achieved with a roller-and-printing-ink technique. Timing is crucial as the watercolour tends to dry fast, and gradations can be introduced within each block... Obtaining a constant quality and similarity throughout an edition is very difficult. This is why Ding Jingshen proposed an interesting approach to commissioning an ex-libris. On a table, some 20 sketches ‘before the name’ were presented, and potential clients could choose one – but not more than one. For 80 EUR, he will produce for Naantali five prints with your name, and give you a complete set of the 11 bookplates.

Talking of prices, commissioning an ex-libris from a Chinese artist is still considerably more accessible than from a European or Japanese one. Of course, the SFXZ has its ‘team’ of artists for whom it finds commissions and takes a percentage – but this has happened in Europe as well, and there is nothing shameful about it. Better for an artist to pay a commission to get an order and get his work promoted, rather than to remain sidelined. After all, such things are not mandatory, but the result of a negotiation.

And now we come to the best: Chongming Island, the third biggest island in China, is an alluvial mass formed by the Yangtze River, and is like a massive fruit and vegetable garden, flat, with small villages which are starting to attract tourists and weekend houses for the better off Shanghai residents. The Jingnan San Min Culture village is an absolute pearl, Chinese-style buildings with comfortable rooms and plenty of hot water, not a sound at night, and an amusing crafts museum spread out over a few hundred square meters of traditional alley houses. We watched a fabulous one-man puppet show of amazing quality - so graphic that you didn’t need to know the language. The food was DELICIOUS, and even if my 11-year-old son is hooked on pizzas and hamburgers, he said on the fourth day that he could eat Chinese food for the rest of his life! The vegetables came from the village farm and the fish from the river...

Perhaps the most wonderful aspect of the event was the warmth of the hospitality shown to us. Soon, the girl at the hotel reception noticed that foreigners cannot live without coffee, and she produced endless cups of Nescafé which I think a Chinese would not have touched with a bargepole; we were made to taste the best local wines with our meals; the President of the Cultural Administration in Beijing came to visit us and thanked us for coming to China. Wang Rong was the perfect host, his daughter YinYi helping people to communicate and her husband Jie Zhu, who studied in England and speaks perfect English, translated for hours and hours. We could not find enough words to thank them all for a wonderful time!

A day in Shanghai on the way to Chongming Island and another on the way back were an opportunity for real discoveries. When I saw the Bund, the old Shanghai waterfront, the images of memory of sixty-two years ago flooded back, and I remembered walking along the embankment with my father and mother. Of course, the backdrop was different: today it has hundreds of skyscrapers, with the 450-meter Shanghai financial Centre dominating them all. I also had the great honour to visit the minute flat where YinYi and Zhu live with his mother, and the Aladdin’s cave in which Wang Rong is surrounded by bookplates. They also rent a space as a gallery and studio for YinYi. Even a quick glance convinces you that there is little economic return from ex-libris, especially when you think how much they spend on publications, exhibitions and other promotional activities. Thank God, Zhu has a good job with Alcatel and he shares his wife’s love for ex-libris. This is what makes the Shanghai ex-libris world go around, nothing else!

Wang Rong dreams of hosting the 2016 FISAE Congress in Shanghai. We all said to him that Chongming island is too far away from the city centre to be a feasible venue, and he agrees. But if he finds a suitable setting, I have not the slightest doubt that the managerial capacity of his team, and the dedication they have in promoting bookplates, could make a congress in Shanghai a memorable occasion – in 2016 or later.

