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Fan Dongwang
Shifting Perspectives between China and Australia

By Dr Diana Wood Conroy

When I was a small child, I spent much time observing a Chinese camphorwood chest which stood
in the hallway. It was carved in low relief with swaying robed figures among buildings and a
landscape - a sage spoke to a boy, a child held a package, a woman stood before some steps, with
near and far indicated by scale and pattern. In a nearby room a print of Botticelli's 'Birth of Venus'
hung beside my mother's bed. The flowing nude and draped figures from both east and west even
then seemed to share a gentle affinity. Fan Dongwang has brought together elements of these
different visual systems in a distinctive, and often confronting investigation of the body and space.

The vast painting 'Shifting perspectives and the body', nine metres long, shows an amalgam of
cultural entities, both elite and popular, which are juxtaposed in imaginary spaces with elegant
fragments ofrobots, or machinery. This is no comforting vision of the rational human being at the
heart of creation - violence, fragmentation, a mockery of power, an ambiguity of gender is
displayed in these theatrical figures. Through form and colour the artist demonstrates an almost
impossible synthesis of like and unlike within the shifting perspectives and multiple viewpoints of
the composition. Fan Dongwang writes of this painting 'St John the Baptist and a child dressed
like St John the Evangelist are watching the Australian Rugby players fighting against Mao's Red
Guards, a seriousness versus absurdity. The anxious Chinese/Japanese tourists come to the Opera
House in Sydney to observe an old-fashioned feminist women's band celebrating the downturn of a
religious figure who is holding a female baby in his arms in a Chinese interior.'

Because of the vivid colour and two-dimensional spaces I am reminded of the huge European battle
tapestries of the fifteenth century where a convoluted narrative holds a multitude of figures in
action, who tumble in a shallow space. Yet this overwhelming painting is designed for a
contemporary eye, to 'the diaphanous, mobile and anonymous crowd that lies at the heart of
modern sensibility' which positions Linda Nochlin's study of the fragmented body.

The fragmented body is especially highlighted in the paintings on the theme of 'Descendant
Bodies'. Nochlin might almost have been writing of such work when she described 'That sense of
social, psychological, even metaphysical fragmentation that so seems to mark modem experience 
a loss of wholeness, a shattering of connection, a destruction or disintegration of permanent
value.. .' 'Monstrous machine heads are attached to the well-proportioned Renaissance bodies,
giving rise to an almost science fictional space, or the space of the computer screen. The new
dimensions of our millennial world are electronic and virtual spaces, shallow and deep at the same
time, in constant flux, perspectives unimaginable to Renaissance or classical Chinese artists. In this
world body parts can be genetically created in the laboratory, so that science once again offers an
alchemical metaphor for the transformation of our basic assumptions about the 'wholeness' of the
body. The fragmented body, the artist indicates, may find its completion, its lacking parts, in a
technological aesthetic. These fabulous cyborgs - of uncertain gender move in richly elaborate
spaces, floating with ornament.

Fan Dongwang's painting is related to the larger context of contemporary Chinese art which first
became visible in the west in the 1990s, after the Tiananmen Square incident in 1989. His teacher at
the Shanghai School of Arts and Crafts where he studied before coming to Australia in 1990 was
Yu Youhan (b. 1943) recognised as one of the foremost painters in the 'Mao Goes Pop' art
movement. Two shows that first revealed to Australian audiences the vitality of new Chinese art
were 'New Art from China - Post Mao Product' at the Art Gallery of New South Wales in 1992

1 Linda Nochlin, Waiter Neurath Memorial Lecture, The Body in Pieces: The Fragment as A
Metaphor of Modernity. Thames and Hudson, London 1994, p23-24, p26.



and 'Mao Goes Pop' at the Museum of Contemporary Art in Sydney in 1993. Yu's work in this last
notable exhibition recast the familiar official images of Mao into subversive compositions using
brilliant folk colours and patterns. Such work could not be shown in China at this time, but the
restriction of officialdom only seemed to accentuate the energy and momentum of an outstanding
group of artists in Shanghai, who are Fan Dougwang 's colleagues and teachers.

At the Shanghai School of Arts and Crafts Fan Dougwang Fan had studied not only western oil
painting and the classic Chinese brush techniques, but also the traditional art of ivory carving. The
work of many contemporary Chinese artists demonstrates the abundance and complexity of
Chinese art histories, not only of the 'high' art of ink painting, but aJso of the marvellously
coloured ornamental and decorative traditions of textiles and low relief carving. This common
background to contemporary Chinese art practice gives an accidental similarity to the style of some
painters. Western iniluences are strong through a general knowledge of movements from cubism
through to sun·ealism, and can be discel1led in Fan DongWang's Fan's relationship to the American artist
Lari Pittman, as well as the use of space and colour in the painting of Australian artists Alun Leach
lones and William Robinson.

In 1998 after an eight-year absence, Fan Dongwang visited Shanghai, to find the very structure of
the city had been dismantled. A rapid modernisation into an international commercial city had
obliterated the old familial" streets and places of his youth so that he was almost lost in his
hometown. He recounts how on return to Shanghai after so many yeal"S he found himself curiously
Australian, a foreigner in a re-imagined city.

Despite the difficulties of moving to Australia, there did exist the freedom to distort images of the
past and to manipulate the forms of trans-gendered bodies in ways that might not be permitted in
China, but could take place in art institutions in Australia. With great dedication to the mastery of a
new language and culture, and the help of his wife and family, Fan Dongwang set out to achieve
the highest levels of academic attainment in the arts; first a Master of Arts degree at the College of
Fine Arts in Sydney, and then a Doctor of Creative Arts degree at Wollongong University.
As part of his study he has written a thesis examining the theoretical basis for a new kind of visual
and psychological perspective. His continuing movement between China and Australia enabled him to
develop a constantly shifting perspective of cultural differences, and a unique visual language that
rellects his ambivalent identity as a Chinese-Austalian artist.

Fan Dongwang's recent painting re-appropriates images of dragon and tiger in Chinese jade or
ivory carving. The dragon is a pervasive metaphor in Chinese and European art, symbolizing both
heavenly and earthly forces of nature, and evoking contradictory meanings. In China it is a
powerful symbol of nationhood that represents the emperor's unchallengeable authority, as well as
beneficial to its people by bringing water to the land. In the West it is sometimes viewed as the
terrifying representative of evil spirits, incalculable in its interaction with humanity. Fan
Dongwang's dragons have a patlerned and uneasy intensity, a full frontal stare, which might even
have of a bright Disney character. This great dragon face is embedded equally in the apotropaic
images that trat traditionally wru-d off evil in both east and west, expressing the artist's proud feeling
towards the current revival of Chinese culture. It is a potent sign for our transitional times with its
Fearful power drives us to transcend our limited selves.

One of the great benefits of our increasingly global education in Australia is to be able to welcome
an artist and scholar such as Fan Dongwang , who brings past cultures into the present moment in
such astonishing images. In a polyglot crowd, in strange worlds that join together impossible times
and spaces, I can still trace the Chinese sages of my childhood in their cloudy dwellings, meeting
and merging with Botticelli deities. Fan Dongwang has indeed fulfilled the seventeenth century
definition of perspective: lA picture or figure constructed so as to pronuce some fantastic effect\
and at the same time, prefigured the concerns of a post-humanist world.

Dr Diana Wood Conmy
Associate Professor, Visual Arts, WollongongUniversity.
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Descendant Bodies #2 (Green) . 1996

Acrylic on canvas, 170 x280cm
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Descendant Bodies #3 ( Red) . 1998

Acrylic on canvas. 170 x280cm
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Descendant Bodies #4 (Yellow) . 2000

Acrylic on canvas. 180 x254cm
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Descendant -Three Figures. 2000

Acrylic on canvas, 180 x244cm
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Descendant -Red Environment #2. 2000

Acrylic on canvas. 180 x254cm
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Descendant -Turbulence. 200 I

Acrylic on canvas, 117 x170C01
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Transfigure. 2001

Acrylic on canvas, 180 xl46cm
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1958
1980
1989
1990
1995
1996-1999
1999
2000
2001

EXHIBlTlO

2002

2001

2000

1999

1998

1996

Biography

Born in Shanghai, China.
Diploma (Arts and Crafts), Shanghai School of Arts and Crafts.
Lecturer (Visual Arts), Shanghai School of Arts and Crafts.
Migrated to Australia.
Master of Art (Media Art), College of Fine Arts, New South Wales University.
Guest lecturer (Visual Arts), Wollongong University.
Doctor of Creative Art (Visual Arts), Wollongong University.
Guest lecturer (Drawing), School of Arts, Australian National University.
Guest lecturer (Visual Arts), Wollongong University.
Currently living and working in ydney.

Shanghai Star National Touring Exhibition. Gippsland Art Gallery, VIC;
Tuggeranong Arts Centre, ACT; Perth Institute of Contemporary Art, WA.
2002 Mosman Art Prize. Mosman Art Gallery, Sydney.
China Pop. Ray Hughes Gallery, Sydney.
Solo Exhihition China Maze. Ray Hughes Gallery, Sydney.
Solo Exhibition Descendants. Gallery 4A, Asia-Australia Arts Centre, Sydney.
Shanghai Star National Touring Exhibition. Casula Powerhouse Arts Centre,
NSW.
Guess Who's Coming to Dinner Touring Exhibition. Port Macquarie Hastings
Regional Gallery.
Solo Exhibition Shilling Perspective. Drill Hall Gallery, Australian National
University, Canben·a.
Australian-Chinese Art Exhibition. ational Gallery of Australia, Canberra.
Bloke Prize for Religious Art. S H Ervin Gallery, Sydney.
Thinking Loud. Group Exhibition. Ray Hughes Gallery, Sydney.
Guess Who's Coming to Dinner Touring Exhibition. Hazelhurst Regional
Gallery, Penrith Regional Gallery, Gallery 4A, Asia-Austrillia Arts Centre,
Sydney.
Solo Exhibition Cultural Ambivalence. Wollongong City Gallery.
The Best of the Bloke Touring Exhibition. Wollongong City Gallery, Brisbane
St 10hns Cathedral, Hobart Carnegie Gallery.
Guess Who's Coming to Dinner Touring Exhibition. Project Centre for
Contemponuy Art, Wollongong.
Biomorphs. Gallery 4A, Asia-Australia Arts Centre, Sydney.
Solo Exhibition Dancing Shadows. Spark Gallery, Wollongong University.
Bloke Prize for Religious Art. The Gallery-Darling Park, Sydney.
ACUADS Art Exhibition 1998. Victorian College of Arts Gallery, Melbourne.
Solo Exhibition Descendant Body. Project Centre for Contemporary Art,
Wollongong.
The Inaugural Jenny Birt Award EXhibition, College of Fine Arts, New South
Wales University.
Master of Art Exhinition. College of Fine Arts, New South Wales University.
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2001
2000

1989 Exhibition of Oil Painting Styles and Genres in Shanghai. Shanghai Art
Gallery.
Sonata of the Winter Art Exhibition. Shanghai Art Gallery.

1988 Shanghai and Shanghailanders Art Exhibition, Shanghai Art Gallery.
Annual Shanghai Art Exhibition. Shanghai Art Gallery.
Shanghai Tapestry Art Prize. Shanghai Art Gallery.

1987 Shanghai International Art Festival. hanghai Art Gallery.
Shanghai Oil Painting Exhibition. Shanghai Art Gallery.

J986 The Inaugural Art Exhibition of the Shanghai Art Museum. Shanghai Art
Museum.

1982 Annual Shanghai Art Exhibition. Shanghai Art Gallery.

AWARD,GHA T,COMMl 10

2002 Winner of 2002 Liverpool City Art Prize. Casula Powerhouse Arts Centre,
SW.

Australia Council New Work Grant.
Winner of 38~ Festival of Fester's Ghost Art Award. Campbelltown City
Bicentennial Art Gallery, SW.
Installation Descendants commissioner! by ational Gallery of Australia,
Canberra.

1999 The 10lh Annual Acquisitive Art Award, Wollongong University.
1997-1998 Wollongong University Postgraduate Award.

CONFEHENCE PAPER

2002 Shanghai Star. Art Forum, chool of Art, Australian ational University.
200 1 Shanghai Star. Research and Postgraduate Conference Asia and Australia:

Trading in imagination, Wollongong niversity.
2000 Artist Talk. Inside Out: New Chinese Art Symposium, ational Gallery of

Australia.
1998 Eastern and Western Art in Postmodern Era. Shanghai Ad Museum and

Shanghai School of Arts anr! Crafts.
1997 Shifting Perspectives and the Body. Research and Postgraduate Conference Art

Theory and Art Education in Australia, Wollongong University.
1996 The Ambiguous Body-A Mixed Cultural Identity. Research and Postgraduate

Conference Ethics and the Contemporary Arts in Australia, Wollongong
University.

ARTIST I RESIDENCE
2001 Casula Powerhouse Arts Centre, SW.

Faculty of Creative Arts, Wollongong University.
2000 School of Alt, Australian alional University.

COLLECTION
Shanghai Art Museum, Wollongong City Gallery, Campbelltown City Bicentennial Art Gallery,
Casula Powerhouse Arts Centre, Australian National University, Sydney Universi.ty, Wollongong
University, Shanghai School of Arts and Crafts, Corporate and private collections in China,
Australia and USA.
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