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SERENITY AND LOFTINESS

——After Viewing Wang Huanan’s paintings

Sun Ke

Wang Huanan belongs to the older generation of landscape artists from the Beijing Painting
Academy. He specialises in snow landscapes. Because of poor health he is rarely seen in public and
therefore is not widely known.

A quiet retiring man, Wang is indifferent to fame and publicity and it is a great pity that his work is re-
Iatively litthe known to the general public. He was very-ybung when he became interested in painting. He
studied with a well-known artist from Shandong Province called Li Chengijiu, who gave his young student a
solid foundation in traditional landscape painting. His tutor specialised in snow scenes and had been a
student of the great master Wu Shigian of Shanghai. During the 1920s, Li's works were exhibited in the Sino-
Japanese Art Exhibition and published. Wang was greatly influenced by this established artist and some of
his first landscapes were produced at that time. These were: Thawing (1934) and Old Pine Tree (1937),

‘which have fortunately survived, Later, Wang joined the army but continued to paint, frequently taking

mountain snow scenes as his subject matter. His careful attention to detail and persistence gradually
achieved his high standard of today. By the 1960s, his work showed impressive brush-work in the tradition-
al style. He had also managed to overcome the formerly long-standing contradiction between contem-
porary art styles and the traditional approach. His paintings are imbued with a mood of gentleness and
peace. His lines may at first glance appear simple, but closer study reveals a deeper meaning.

Wang took part in the Anti-Japanese war and afterwards was an active supporter of the Communist
revolution. His art took second place while he helped to establish and run the Chinese Painting Academy
in the 1950s (now the Beijing Painting Academy). Despite his busy schedule, he continued to make trips to
the countryside and paint from nature. He was nearly fifty when the “cultural revolution” interrupted his
painting career and later a series of strokes incapacitated him. Now recovered, Wang has resumed paint-
ing despite his slow movements and poor eyesight, impressing everyone with his refusal to let his incapac-
ity interfere with his pursuit of art. | first saw Wang's paintings ten years ago, when | was art editor of
Chinese Paintings and was impressed by their serene and poetfic mood. Now with the opportunity of

‘seeing more of his works, my admiration is even greater. The feeling is the same as that received from tra-

ditional landscape masterpieces.

In Wang's works, there is no frace of “worldliness” and “pettiness”, such as seen in commercial art. The
great master Huang Binhong has been critical of the kind of art which is either meant to scare viewers. with
pomp or cater to vulgar tastes. The tendency now is to produce market-orientated kitsch in gaudy pack-
ages, flooding the art world with this so-called art. One is irresistibly tempted to quote an ancient saying:*
When bronze bells are no longer heard, tiles and bricks make their noise!

From Wang's works one can see how much he loves life and art. The popular trend during the 1950s
was “reform”, with the emphasis on painting from life and nature to overcome the lifeless, stereotyped and
rigid imitation of classical paintings. Except for a few artists, too old and set to change, almost everyone



was involved in the frend. Wang was no exception. Many of his successful works are products of his frips to
the mountains to re-charge his batteries. The range of his subject matter widened, and his subjects were
lively, with no space for unnecessary details. His cun techinque successfully brought out the texture of the
subject. Among the most representative are: Yimeng Mountains, Up the Qigan Mount and Exploration in
Deep Mountains. Taking Exploration in Deep Mountains for example: its subjects are excellently arranged
and brush techniques lively. There is a feeling of rhythm which joins the scenes on different levels. Parts of
the landscape where Wang applied cun techinque successfully bring out the texture of rocks, and much
more, some of his works give an impression of a photograph lacking the “self” of the artist. This lack of self
was one aspect of the frends in the 1950s when Wang fried to balance subjective brush technique with
illustration. This attempt to suppress subjectiveness can be explained with an example given by another
master artist, Lin Fengmian: Honing a style to an artist is just like a caterpillar which spins. After the cocoon
is ready the pupa bursts out of the cocoon info a beautiful butterfly. A devoted artist must go through the
same procedure. Nevertheless, looking at Wang's snow landscape there is no lack of “self” in the charm of
the painting.

The whiteness of snow is perhaps the most beautiful gift from nature and it has been a frequent theme
since landscape branched out of the luxuriant stream of traditional Chinese painting. Snow landscapes
have been a favourite theme since the Five Dynasties. Among the existing classic paintings of this theme,
there are two that | value most: Snowy Forest by Fan Kuan and Nine Peaks in Snow by Huang Dachi, the
last one in particular, because it brings a degree of serenity and the mood of mountains affer snow.
Wwang's paintings are reminiscent of the two. Naturally, contemporaries and artists of the old school have
different standards. Wang's snow landscapes, show his excepfional talent in condensing his observations
of the varying properties of snow and successfully reproducing them in his work. Without this gift and with-
out the ability to meditate after observation, these excellent snow landscapes, like Transport in Snowy
Mountains. Snowy Ling Mount, Snow Coated Remote Place, all representative of his unique style, would be
impossible to produce.

It was an honour to be asked to write for this album and | hope other artists will feel, as | have felt, the
charm and on-going pleasure that Wang landscapes give.

Beijing, early Spring, 1994
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Wang Huanan, also called Wang Yanwen, was born in 1917 in Yantai, Shandong.
His love of art began when he was very young. He started painting in his early teens
under the tutorship of established artists. He joined the Revolution in his youth, first as a
youth worker and then as an editor, and finally as a political worker for the People’s
Liberation Army. After he left the army in 1956, he held a leading position in the
Chinese Painting Academy and China’s Arts Gallery. Later he left administrative work
to become a full time artist.

He is a master in landscape and flower-and-bird techniques. His unique snow
landscapes have been exhibited in national and international exhibitions. He is a
member of the Chinese Artists Association and China’s Yan'an Literary and Arts Asso-
ciation.
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In the Deep Forest

Travellers in Mount Huang
Fog at Dawn

Snow-Coated Remote Place
Winter Hunting

Snowy Peak

Transport in Snow Mountain (1)
Up the Kunyu Mountain

Hills in Autumn

Eagles in Yunmeng Mountain
Guo Liang Road

Tree Farm After Rain

Spring in a Ravine

Up the Qigan Mount

Mount Grandpa

Mount Mengyin
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Good for Trees, Good for Young People
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41. Sunrise in Tiandu

42. About to Ferry Across
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44. Prospecting Team
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46. Undulating Mountains

47. On the Gu River

48. Spring Breeze

49. Fisherman’s Song

50. Héirding
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52. Looking Afar Along the Yangtze River
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54. Navigation

55. Ship Under the Great Wall

56. Winter in Xuefeng Mountain

57. Ancient Temple in Deep Mountain
58. Snowy Mount Yan

59. Red Apricots, Clear Spring Water
60. Passing Orchard

61. Spring Breeze, Fine Drizzle

62. Spring in the West Mountain

63. Spring in Beijing’s Suburbs

64. Exploration in Deep Mountains
65. Apricot Flowers in Mount Yan
66. Morning Glows on the Mine

67. Water Horses

68. While Drizzling

69. Old Pine Tree

70. Running Deer in the Forest

71. First Snow in Xiang Mountain

72. Flying Snow Flakes in Mount Tai
73. Snow-Coated Beihai

74. Returning

75. Travelling in Snow

76. Snow (1)

77. Lingshan Mountain in Snow

78. Snow in Kunlun Mountains

79. Transport in Snow Mountain (2)
80. Snowball Fight

81. Snow (2)




i

EEREREZARE

The artist and his wife, and the artist at work
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