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“Intermediate Reality” in Portraits Made by Tong Yanrunan

Zou Yuanjiang®

Both portrait painting in the East and the West have traditions, but there are
great differences between them. Although western portrait paintings represented by
oil painting and “self-portrait” boom supported by technological innovation in the
contemporary era are different in appearance, it is a kind of “self-observation”
behavior in essence. Marx said that people were not born with mirrors. We are
intuiting ourselves on objects. And the most direct reflection of objectified
self-confirmation is the observation of personality on the face. Narcissus, for example,
a young Greek beauty, was obsessed with enjoying his reflection in the water.
Although he did not know it was him, he still admired his beauty. This is the
philosophical foundation of the flourishing Western oil painting portraits in the
Renaissance. As for the art of western oil painting, painters always try to reveal the
intrinsic nature of transparent human beings by depicting a person’s face and facial
expression in their works, weather it is portraits for the “other” or self-portraits of
painters.

Similarly, China has an idea that “one dressed neatly and sits quietly, focuses his
look at a certain thing, and his face will be painted” to be a portrait, but it is different
from western portraits in essence. Western portraits tend to be true to life, while
Chinese portraits seek interest and charm by vividness. If we want a lifelike portrait,
we need to give a penetrating description; if we want a lifelike portrait, we need to
“get his charm....... it is not necessary to be alike from head to foot, but to catch and
draw the personality characteristics that best represent the spirit of the person. ”

Tong Yanrunan has been sticking to the oil painting portraits on the Western
shelves for twenty years. His works, however, which considered as extreme standard
traditional western oil painting portraits of still life, are not the same as portraits

from the West completely, nor Chinese vivid biographical portraits, which he laid a
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foundation for his youthful work from Li Keran. They surpass the transparency of the
external image of “Intermediate Reality”. He reminds us of Maurice Merleau-Ponty,
who resists the transparency of logic’s “truth” with sensibility.

Merleau-Ponty believes that, the world around us is “an intermediate reality
between the existing world, which exists in the eyes of the absolute observer, and
the field of absolute subject”. The so-called “intermediate reality” refers neither to
the realism of western oil painting, nor to the freehand brushwork of Chinese figure
painting; neither to the object world (real person) in the painter’s eyes, nor to the
non-object world (mental image with clarity) of the painter as the subject of the soul,
but to the image world between the East and the West, between the subject and the
object. It is the third dimension of existence above pure relationship between
East-West and between subject- object. This “third dimension” not only gets rid of
the transparent empiricism of traditional western oil painting, which based on the
logical “true” meaning, but also attributes “(existence) to be daily, which is
happening (Entremonde) but being hidden (Alltaglichkeit) in the world.” From the
perspective of phenomenology of human’s “situation”, Merleau-Ponty pointed out
that “partial and scattered phenomena should not be examined carefully on the tip
of tweezers”, and we should restore the “thing” to its original obscurity and “organic
organizations or categories should be regarded as big realities”. The “tip of tweezers”
for a painter is the tip of a brush. In fact, the tip of the oil brush cannot depict the
transparent “truth” of human existence. Rather than painstakingly portraying the
appearance of human beings, it appears to reflect obscurity, chaos and profile as
Tong Yanrunan, who regard human beings as the highest being in the world as the
origin of things. This is the meaning of the “visible ontology” (image ontology) of
“illogical nature of painting” as described by Merleau-Ponty, who was annotated by

Tong Yanrunan through his portraits.



