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Contemplating like Laozhuang--The Images in Tongyan’s “Portraits”

Zhang Renyuan

From “portrait” to “image”

The ancient Chinese held that there are three forms of existence. Zhouyi
believes what is above form of being is called Qi (vessel) that exists in a tangible way
and what is below form is called Dao (way), an intangible existence. However, there is
a third form of being called “image”, a mode between nihility and substantiality, and
the ultimate goal of Zhongyong (mean) in Confucian philosophy. In Zhuangzi’s
thinking system, “image” stems from the mind and culminates in the outer shape.
Therefore, it is obvious that “image” is the most mysterious in the mind of oriental.
Then what is “image”?

“Image” should first be “likeness” that resembles a kind of portraiture.

Tongyan’s paintings are then an assemblage of “portraits”.

In a simple sense, “image” is actually “portrait”, no more than copying. But in
Tongyan’s paintings, “portrait” is beyond mere copying. As a “portrait” is placed
among a sundry of other “portraits”, a visage is thus hidden among multifarious faces,
giving the viewer the impression that all the portraits are just like the particles of
dust drifting in air after an explosion, shapeless and indescribable. Fragmentary as
the patches of memory, they are definitely true. Distinct of their own features, they
resemble so much each other. The independence of portrait is doubted, and its
definition cannot but be rebuked and overthrown. Here, we are in no mood to testify
the preciseness of copying. But when all the particles are settled, the “portraits” are
superposed into one. Gradually, we can see a shape and feel a sensation of texture.
What we see and feel is a kind of order and common existence. The look of the
portrayed one perhaps you cannot distinguish, you can clearly sense its
contemplation. Those neglected visages and appearances, long been forgotten and
hidden in the back of our mind, are becoming vivid and, though still uncertain like
before, more than before real and clear.

“Image” is like this, existing in “portrait” but ascending beyond “portrait”.



Images of the mind
“Image” and “portrait” in ancient times imply the same meaning, because it is
hard to acquire “portrait”. In our era overwhelmed by the mass of information and
the multitudinous means of media, “portrait” is presented in various ways, such as
object image, picture and video, etc... Confronted with such a flood of “portraits”, no
one is ready to give them patient review or contemplation, hence, “portrait” is more
likely to be forgotten.

However, “image” can be conducted from retina to one’s mind where it will stay
a long time. Zhuangzi remarked that image stems from mind, while Zen preaches
that everything should be judged with a clear mind, otherwise, it will be wrongly
depicted. Tongyan’s portraits, though full of unwitting brushwork and twisted forms,
are freed from the confine of “resembling” and look more genial and verisimilar.
With his unique mind’s eye, the painter gets beyond “portrait” and achieves the
effect of “image”

Meng lJiao, an ancient Chinese poet, once wrote: “in the gentle spring breeze, |
exulted in riding a galloping horse, viewing the flowers in Chang’an to the full in one
day.” The artistic conception embodied in this line is an “image” that only exists in
the mind, and that is the fundamental difference between “image” and “portrait”.

Let muddy water be still, and it will gradually become clear.

Flood and “portraits” are not great scourges. Conscious observer could make
them still and clear, turning them into the “image” in their mind. Thousands of years
ago, Taoism came up with the philosophy of “clarity”, which makes a clear distinction
between right and wrong, true and false. Clarity is a means of the wise to touch truth.
Let muddy water be still, and it will gradually become clear, just as Zhuangzi said, the
eyes of the painter is like a pair of panning hands, searching among the cheap
“portrait” for the “image” of his mind.

The “portraits” that seemed near at sight before in Tongyan’s Comrades in
Manjuelong are now indistinct and blurred, staying a long distance from observers.
The painter is well aware that to capture the flashy passing of reality he has to forget

something, like deserting some in panning. Zhuangzi said with a sigh: “it is better to



be separated to enjoy oneself freely to go through hardship together”. Guided by too
vivid experience, one is unable to paint as it leaves no room for the artist to do his
“cooking”. A cold and peaceful environment will help keep one’s mind clear. In his
artwork, Tongyan keeps a cool distance from his subject. This calmness of his is just
achieved because he purposely forgets something.

Appreciating Comrades in Manjuelong, you will find Tongyan’s works are more
than random, free brushes and strokes of oil painting, there is also the pregnancy of
the oriental philosophy in the expression means of western painting, that is, to be
particular, a unique oriental spirit hidden in the works. The “image” obtained by
panning and deserting, is truly a state of mind, something independent of the vulgar
“portraits”, and a blending and fusion of bright wisdom and sentiments of life.

Never doubt the existence of “image”; it has come into being in artists’

keenness of painting.

Professor, Dean of oil painting department, China Academy of Art: Zhang

Renyuan



