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Exploration and Breakthrough: a likeness of appearance, mien and spirit

Yuan Xin

Before we comment on portrait practice made by Tong Yanrunan and his
related works, | think the first thing we should do is to distinguish and analyze the
differences our perspectives on comments. Namely, should we only comment on his
portrait practice and works from his own “subjective” perspective? Specifically,
should we only make a comment considering his efforts on expressing own ideas and
intentions? Or can we grasp his innovation and exploration in portrait painting base
on the spiritual life and aesthetic principles in this era, regarding his painting practice
and works as the spiritual phenomena, or as a symptom of aesthetic principles of
this era, or even as a painting event for introspection and criticism? The former is
actually the perspective of “artistic creation”, while the latter is that of “artistic
criticism”. Undoubtedly, they are different in terms of consideration and attention.
From the perspective of “artistic creation”, we need to respect the author’s own
ideas and intentions without over-explanation indeed. However, “art criticism”
enables us to rethink and criticize his painting practice and works following the
principle that “it is possible for readers to understand the author’s intentions from
all angles”. The content and objects involved in these criticisms and reflections may
be totally unaware by the creator himself or even contradictory to his intentions.
Any creator, in fact, cannot get rid of his era. As far as painting practice is concerned,
it is mainly the universal visual mechanism and aesthetic principles in his era that
restrict and discipline him. Therefore, the criticism should be justified and
reasonable, but not only a far-fetched theory, or a hollow theory. But for this reason,
comments from the perspective of “art criticism” generally pay more attention to
the relationship between the creator’s creations and the spirits at that time,
especially the “art form, art style, aesthetic principles and art principles”, which is an
expression in form of the spirits at that time. Therefore, the following comments on

portrait practice of Tong Yanrunan and his works are mainly based on the above two



different perspectives. In other words, | mainly analyze and think about his portrait
practice and works from the perspective of criticism.

First of all, given that painting practice and works made by Tong Yanrunan are
based on portrait painting and related themes, we cannot neglect portraits, the
consideration of his painting practice and his final presentation of works, when we
talk about his creative ideas and related works. In other words, it is necessary for us
to carry out the interpretation and evaluation of his painting practice and works
considering the original purpose of portrait painting, that is, the “ontological
purpose” in the height of aesthetic principles. Some critics, some experts and
professors may say that he just put on a mask, and sails under false colors, meaning
that portraits are just symbols he borrowed. But | think we need to think about it
from the perspective of art criticism. Why did he not use other genre-theme to
express his creative ideas and create corresponding works? Therefore, we cannot
discuss without the context: portrait painting, the premise and consideration of Tong
Yanrunan’s painting practice as well as the presentation form of his final painting
works.

The original purpose of portrait painting is similar to the practical purpose of
taking a photograph nowadays. At first, it requires the appearance of image, and the
depiction of “authenticity” of the external body, in order to achieve what we call the
function of identification and cognition. Therefore, it is generally believed that a
good portrait is nothing more than a “realistic” three-dimensional representation of
the appearance and body type of “the man” on a two-dimensional plane, and that
portrait is only a “copy” of the visual appearance of “the man”. But we found that
even if we draw the eyes and nose, and more likeness of the portrait, it seems to be
something missing. What miss is exactly one’s personality and charm. Charm and
personality may not be captured easily as long as they are portrayed. Therefore, our
requirements for portrait painting are improved from pursuing a likeness of
appearance to a likeness of mien. The advancing course of a likeness of appearance
and that of mien is the clue to the development of portrait painting. The clue and

the aesthetic principles embodied in it cannot be ignored. If we neglect it, our



understanding of portrait painting will be external, and we will not really understand
and locate the significance and value of Tong’s portrait painting as the genre-theme
of his painting practice, let alone observe the relationship between his creation and
the spirit of this era, including people’s misunderstanding of the function and
significance of general portrait painting practice in modern society. For example,
some people feel that the emergence of photography causes meaninglessness and
unworthiness of portraits, as if the significance and value of portraits only lies in:
realistic representation of the appearance of visual objects. Nowadays, however,
even simple portrait photography pursues not only the likeness in appearance, but
also the effort to capture the so-called inner things of the object, which we usually
call “charm”. The “charm” must be match with the ideas of creator and shooter, and
it should be even the product of their interaction and collision, so that we think it is a
good photography. Therefore, likeness or unlikeness in appearance of the image is
no longer a problem for photographic works due to technological progress; what
matters photographic creation is to get rid of, overcome and break through it.
Excellent portrait photography must show the inner spiritual temperament of “the
man” and the image itself is mutually consistent with the creator’s ideas regarding
principles of beauty.

Therefore, the development of portrait painting has gone through a course
from a likeness of appearance to that of mien. Our discussion of portrait, today,
needs to cover modernist painting practice, especially the new elements that have
been added to portrait painting from abstract painting practice, and the
corresponding aesthetic principles that have entered the modern era. For example,
the appearance of phenomenological aesthetics brings objects and their experiences
with understanding and definition, which opens a new dimension for portrait
painting practice. In my opinion, portrait painting is supposed to reach a state of
“resembling spirit” after developing from a likeness of appearance to that of mien.
What is “resemble spirit”? A likeness of appearance shows that drawing an image for
everyone and every detail of visual appearance should be considered, and it is a

concrete painting; a likeness of mien, if as Hegel’s view goes, appearance is of course



only the first step, more importantly, shows the soul. It is what said that beauty is
the perceptual manifestation of ideas. For Hegel, perception and reason, image and
soul are essentially two different things, which is so said
seeing through the appearance to perceive the essence. “Resemble spirit”, according
to Husserl’s phenomenological language, refers “to grasp essence by discovering the
basic stipulation of things with the evident steps on the basis of concrete examples
in pure phenomena”, which is an essential intuition. In other words, the so-called
pure phenomena are not abstract things in the traditional sense, but concrete
images presented to us. “Essential intuition” grasps the essence through affluent
cases and relationships. As for portrait painting, therefore, the aesthetic principle of
“resemble spirit” implies portraiture of “the man”. It is not only a likeness of the
appearance of “that man” (a likeness of appearance), but also a likeness of the mien
of “that man” (a likeness of mien). He is no longer just a likeness of “that man”, but
“the man himself” (an ideal perceptual realization). The “man himself” is not an
abstract and conceptual, but concrete and figurative, and we can intuitively perceive
“the man” from his appearance and mien. In a word, he is both “that man” and
“himself”. A portrait painter achieves vivid, essential and creative reproduction, even
realization of an individual through “the man himself”.

Therefore, we can make a general orientation of the portrait painting practice
of Tong Yanrunan and evaluate its relevant significance and value based on
describing the brief clues of the above-mentioned portrait development from the
general perspective of visual art history and aesthetic principles. Just now, we all
mentioned that portrait painting requires not only the image of a model, but also the
manner, spiritual outlook and personality of the model. So how to draw a person’s
mental outlook and mien? In the stage of “a likeness of mien”, the most important
thing is to draw his eyes. As Hegel once said, “If we ask, in what particular organ
does the whole soul appear as a soul? We can immediately answer: in the eyes;
because the soul is concentrated in the eyes, the soul not only sees things through
the eyes, but also through the eyes themselves.” Mr. Lu Xun also said, “To draw

one’s characteristics in a frugal way, it is better to draw his eyes.” From this
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perspective, faces of portraits made by Tong Yanrunan are usually blurred, and the
eyes are not clear. Some portraits even have only one eye. Actually, the eyes he
painted are not the shining eyes that we traditionally understand, nor the window
that opens the inner world of the mind. He does not represent the relationship
between the eyes and the soul that Hegel talks about. He makes a new exploration
and attempt on portrait painting from a modern standpoint with the influence of
modernist painting, including abstractionism and Freudianism etc. The exploration
and attempt, so to speak, surpass the requirements of traditional portrait painting
for “a likeness of appearance” and “a likeness of mien”, and enter a stage that | think
is “resemble spirit”. Therefore, the portrait painting practice of Tong Yanrunan after
modernism can try to be analyzed and located from the following two dimensions:

Firstly, regarding the development context of art history of portrait painting, as
a genre-theme, significance and value of Tong Yanrunan’s portrait painting lies in
that, of course, he is the successor of traditional portrait painting. For example, he
always chooses a fixed picture size (41cm x 33cm), a fixed angle of frontage portrait,
a fixed relationship between characters and their backgrounds, and puts himself out
of the painting. He is also the successor of the modernist portrait art. We can fully
feel the impact of the portrait art of Francis Bacon, Freud, Albach, Richter and other
modernist painters from his practice of portrait painting. He draws the faces of these
specific figures that have definite identities in uncertainty and ambiguity. He makes
efforts to present mood changes and ideological trajectories in facial images, fully
revealing the tension, which is both consistent and separate, between “that man”
and “the man himself”, as well as exchange and metaphor, opposition and impulse
between people’s anonymity and conflict in modern society.

Secondly, regarding the development context of Chinese painting spirits and
techniques, portraits made by Tong Yanrunan breaks through the Western tradition
of portrait painting, which centers on presenting natural images, by exerting the
“freehand spirit” of Chinese painting. He emphasizes catching the image in his heart
and pursues the effect of what Mr. Qi Baishi said “non-resemblance means deceives

the world, being too resemblant is vulgar, and the wonder exists between



resemblance and non-resemblance”. For example, he tries to grasp and present the
moments of action and expression through his decisive, eager, rough and powerful
strokes when portrays model’s face, rather than the definite and clear general
characteristics, which is relatively fixed. Therefore, his portrait is no longer a “copy”
of the model object as a figure image, but a “freehand” portrait in Chinese landscape
painting; it is not a photographic portrait, but a landscape portrait. This kind of
portrait realizes the aesthetic principle stipulated by phenomenology in the
transformation from a concrete (that is a likeness of model’s appearance) to an
abstract (that is a likeness of model’s mien), and then to a concrete abstraction
(between resemblance and non-resemblance), namely, it reaches an abstract (a
likeness of spirit) directly, the so-called essential intuition.

Of course, people live in the present, but also live in the tradition, besides
artists. Therefore, the interpretation of Tong Yanrunan’s portrait practice must be
involved in the Western portrait tradition and the Chinese landscape painting
tradition. Only by analyzing the position of his painting practice with these two
traditions, especially with the aesthetic principles and artistic styles represented by
these works, which means these two traditions restrict him while he breaks through
and surpasses them, can we truly understand and finally determine the true

meaning and real significance of his painting practice.






