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WANG DATONG- AN OIL PAINTER IN

THE REALIST TRADITION
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Wang Datong (b.1937) is an oil painter in the realist tradition
who has reached such a remarkable level of accomplishment that he
can be called a master of the medium.

In China during the Mao Years (1949-1976) Wang learned well
the art of oil painting. He was thoroughly schooled in socialist realism,
the style that became the official style when the People's Republic
of China was established in 1949. Wang was such a good student in
the oil painting department of the Sichuan Academy of Fine Arts that
he won a coveted place on the faculty when he graduated. He
showed his ablities through a combination of his brushwork and his
idealized subjects. His optimism was expressed in his heroic composi-
tions.

Wang's training demanded that he master oil techniques, illusion-
ism including deep space perspective, chiaroscuro modeling in light
and shade and precise likeness rendering in the manner of French and
Russian academy painting of the nineteenth century. He became an ex-
cellent figure painter as well as showing enviable ability in stil life
painting. Since the end of the Cultural Revolution in 1976, Wang has
applied all of these skills to his mature work.

During the era of Deng Xiaoping's leadership from 1978 through
the early 1990s many liberalizing reforms were instituted. At this time
the official ideology shifted from class struggle to production and the
improvement of the quality of life, and the definition of artistic styles
also changed. New possibilities emerged for artists to create beyond
the limitation of the official styles. Against the background of the
careful control of art style and content during the first thirty years
of the People's Republic of China and the terror of the Cultural Revo-
lution years (1966-1976), it was astonishing to see the multiplicity of
ideas and images that were being explored during this new era that
began in 1978.

For example Sigmund Freud's psychoanalytic theories about sex
and the subconscious that had been strictly taboo during the Mao era,
came to be examined with an intense interest. The artistic style that
most directly related to these ideas was surrealism. For painters like
Wang, so proficient in the techniques of illusionism and the rendering
of precise likeness, artists like Salvador Dali offered a stylistic bridge
that transported images of this world effortlessly beyond conscious-
ness into dreams.

Wang Datong's explorations into surrealism transform his human
thoughts into the raw elements of the universe. Repeatedly Wang
has painted his ideal woman, a fecund muse with large breasts and
hips but a tiny waist. These figures of erotic fantasy are encapsulat-
ed by ice, lost in desert sands, burnt dry by searing sun or caught
in the winds of time all suggesting spheres beyond the here and now.

Wang's work reflects the training of his particular generation of
Chinese artists who appreciate his skill as well as the sentimentality
expressed in his canvases. In Chinese art, where originality has not
been a central issue, Wang's achievement is particularly celebrated
among his peers.

Joan Lebold Cohen
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