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Painting Methodology of Tong Yanrunan: Natural Physiognomy of “Catching Mien”

Xia Kejun

When we face portraits, we face ourselves. Facing the portrait of oneself
triggers one’s narcissism. Perhaps, portrait in this era is the only allowed “nice
narcissism”, even if it is a kind of “obsession”. Perhaps, the only reason why painting
exists in this age lies in a face-to-face opportunity for us and ourselves -- we face
ourselves through portrait instead of photo -- because it is the “self” on the painting
plane that always be “oneself” we are familiar with or unfamiliar with.

What is the significance of painting for a painter, who has insisted on the same
classical portrait size with a scale of 41x33cm, a positive angle, flat background,
almost unchanged style language, repeating sketches of different places and
different skin colors of individual portraits, in the past 20 years?

This is Tong Yan Runan’s “persistence” as well as his very special methodology.
Similarly, it can be said to be the “stylization” of landscape painting or calligraphy in
ancient China. It is a new expressive technique of freehand brushwork. But once you
look at his portrait, what kind of person do you see? It’s a “new and fresh” self and
persistence, but it’s so strange, maybe you will think it’s amazing.

Faces to faces refer to face your ego, the portrait, and the portrait series of Tong
yanrunan. It is not only Runan who we face, but also people who have been painted
face themselves, or the other familiar face ourselves. It is a multiple view! Therefore,
we need a complex view of physiognomy. Physiognomy is suspended in nature, but it
is acquired as a kind of “Natural Physiognomy” by Runan. Since he faces the face
itself by “face to face”, the local character and an individual’s inherent naturalness
are drawn, which arouses the whole inner life of one’s heart.

Portrait painting, as a kind of self-recognition, is “persistence” of ego as well as

Ill

of individual life and of the artist. How to turn the individual “ego” to be some
experiences of life itself, or of “selfhood” of life? For Chinese culture, for the portrait
of Tong Yanrunan, there is an overall internal awakening, a deep and vivid

self-awakening.



I. Quadruple views of “face-to-face”

It is a multiple face-to-face view that requires multiple dimensions of thinking.
There are at least four dimensions of viewing: the artist’s perception of different
objects -- the sitter’s perception -- the painter’s perception - the critic’s vision.
Perhaps it is the four dimensions that may seldom be fully expressed at the same
time in the history of portrait painting.

Fortunately, we can see local celebrities painted by Tong Yanrunan in one of the
exhibition halls of Wuhan Art Museum. Many of whom are friends engaged in artistic
activities, including portrait artists related. Almost all of them present in the
exhibition hall, which provides us with an opportunity for multiple “face-to-face”
discussions.

Firstly, the viewing by the “sitters”: as far as experience is concerned, | am also a
person sitting there for being painted. In this era when mobile phones can shoot
freely, there is still the value of my portrait, which will be another kind of experience.
They are different from photography. At first glance, the portrait is not like the
person who is painted, even far from unlikeness, it is ugly! Ugliness is the first visual
non-pleasure, but the direct nature differs from photography. At first glance, in other
words, it is not picturesque! “Not picturesque”, which is the difference! However,
you will find that it looks “like” the real person instead when looks at it carefully.
Many people will say the portrait is “amazing”, because the painter omits the
unnecessary elements and firmly catches the spiritual temperament of the object,
which is also “catching shape through spirit” of Chinese culture. Taking portrait of
Professor Deng Xiaomang as an example, the concise thoughts between eyebrows
and the “face of the thinker” condensed by a persistent and concentrated thinking
are accurately caught by the painter. The face has already been the face of “thoughts
themselves”, from the face of individual thinkers to the visage of a generally spiritual
level.

Secondly, the viewing by the “painted artists”: this is a relatively unique
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experience and a view of “painting in painting”, as well as a view of art history. On
the one hand, there are some representative works of classical portraits from Egypt
to the Tang Dynasty in China in the exhibition hall, but no sketches since the Western
Renaissance. Tong’s portraits directly access to the modern, such as Giacometti,
Auerbach and Huang Binhong, who are built as an “artistic pedigree” by himself. In
other words, it is a broad sense of freehand brushwork tradition. On the other hand,
for him, he takes out the unnecessary elements that are needs for realism or
photography, but only for the intuitive “face”, returning to things themselves and
appearances. Specifically, once we enter the scene that Tong’ Yanrunan creates a
portrait for some portraitists, such as the super-realistic painter Leng Jun, which
implies returning to the painting scene of Venezuela Quez, entering the Baroque era,
and a scene of painting-in-painting and meta-painting. But portraits by Tong are not
portraits sketches, not photograph or realism, but seems like painting from life.
However, when painters are painted, especially when facing their own portraits, they
are “unlike” what they look like. Mr. Leng Jun said that Runan “writes calligraphy” on
the face, which catches the key of Runan’s painting. It is writing that shows the
transformation of block structure from shapes to spirits in calligraphy. It is a kind of
hieroglyphic reading of face. Or is it childish naivety? In other words, it is original
intuition returns to the art, and a view returns to directness, nudity and purity.
Thirdly, the viewing by “critics” as bystanders: critics study his works regardless
of the scene of painting with several comparisons and contrasts. What kind of
painting principle is there? Is this a kind of “intersexuality” between similarity and
dissimilarity? From the perspective of ancient landscape paintings, or with the
wrinkle method, the model just likes the face. It seems to be still growing because
the landscape paintings are vivid. Since the object being painted is alive and vivid, it
is necessary to draw its vivid time state. Partly abstract but vivid as a whole, it is also
Huang Binhong’s modern transformation method. Huang Binhong’s colored
landscape paintings are partly abstract writings in his late years, but still have the
afterimage of landscape painting as a whole. Therefore, Runan’s portraits look like
abstract writing partly, with chaotic strokes, seemingly some destructive strokes, but
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still have a vivid surface overall, which is an overall vitality, a sense of vitality of the
whole life.

Finally, the viewing by the “artist himself”: his painting method seems to be a
certain stylization, or a style of calligrapher, which is not derogatory but related to
Chinese cultural tradition. In other words, it is freehand brushwork, or repeated
writing, to achieve the unity of mind, hands and eyes, and then form a natural
physiognomy, seize the local wind or wind bone, and an individual temperament.
Dissolve is wind, and composition is bone. Recombination of brush strokes and colors,
and different directions of brush strokes writing -- because different directions bring
a natural movement of vitality -- are similar to Huang Binhong’s writing vitality, and
the current intuition of colors -- is a different atmosphere, and a concentration of

attention.

II. Phenomenology of catching mien

Tong grasps shape through mien rather than visual way. What is “catching mien”?
What kind of mien on the face needs to be caught? That’s what portraits mean! The
writing of colors is similar to writing cursive script, which is a long course of relying
on muscle memory, but it is different each time. Is this a “way of heaven and earth”?
This is a constructive order, an overall order, a new kind of concentration, vitality, a
possible self-recognition and recognition. Breaks of brush don’t cut off the meaning.
This “meaning” is a vivid and fresh activity.

For Tong Yanrunan, this is a philosophical universal method of “Dismembering
an Ox by A Skillful Butcher Pao Ding”: that is, sublimating from the viewing of the
object or the intuitive nature (dissolving the form is not photographic realism) -- to
the dissolve of brushwork and colors or transcendental reduction -- to the perception
of the whole internal life (a natural physiognomy).

The process of “Dismembering an Ox by A Skillful Butcher Pao Ding” wrote by
Zhuangzi (the wiser in the ancient China) shows that, firstly, there must be an intact
ox, which means paint realistically, just like the “Face” of object on the identity card.
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This is academism training and the historical inheritance of portrait painting.
Secondly, the ox is dismembered, which implies to break up the shape to form a
visible visage. Both way of Auerbach and that of Giacometti are feasible. But their
differences are important! Thirdly, how to catch mien instead of only seeing it? He
catches mien and paint the invisible epiphany of the portrait object with “spirits”!

Specifically, this phenomenological reduction process can be described as
follows:

1. Dissolve of the body, which means to give up the existing brush style, write
directly and adopt a writing style. The current atmosphere lies in colors. Since colors
are always depend on the atmosphere at that time, it is impossible to repeat.

2. Once a local form is defined, a magnified view will be adopted, just like the
block surface of landscape painting. By contrast, Giacomedilla’s long sculpture and
sketch don’t focus on the object, so it needs to be re-assembled during the course of
facing. It can never be finished since it needs to be constantly re-assembled. But Tong
Yanrunan has a visual construction method to enlarge it. We can see from the image
on the exhibition that he enlarges the shape within his vision though the painting is
actually so small. Like an ancient large-scale landscape painting, it needs to be
re-assembled with many strokes, but it cannot be assembled in a fixed way, and it
must be different every time.

3. Different people have different partial faces, which requires the help of the
unique perception of different colors and brush strokes each time, and the different
dynamic directions of brush strokes to construct the painting. A partial adjustment
must change other parts accordingly.

4. The angle of forming rhythm of entire strokes: on the one hand, the
variations and even disorders of the strokes go deep into chaos. In particular, the
strokes are very “rough" under the enlargement, but very dynamic. Damaging
strokes seem to be interrupted, but they are lively. On the other hand, directions of
brush strokes corresponds to each other as a whole, which is the overall view of
landscape painting, a kind of Physiognomy reconstruction of wrinkle method.

5. What is reconstruction? This is an overall order, an internal awareness of life
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as a whole, and a naturalized vividness. It is also a poetic style in the south of the
Yangtze River. In fact, Tong Yanrunan paints beautiful girls at the very beginning,
which is a very important experience, especially beauties in the south of the Yangtze
River. In his eyes, those countless beautiful girls are actually far beyond human

beings, but natural flowers, natural life and natural elements of growth.

In other words, Tong Yanrunan has a viewing style of Giacometti. “Not focusing”
means breaking up the objects and reassembling them in a new way. His way tends
to follow the principle of Chinese-style landscape painting. The reassembled
elements come from the chaotic emergence of nature, from the breath of life, and
from the non-stop growth of elements. Since life itself is living, we must face life
itself in a living way.

This is also the phenomenology of Chinese poetry and a naturalized
phenomenology. For example, Tong Yanrunan comes from the West Lake in the south
of the Yangtze River where is full of poetic flavor. The poetry of “peach blossoms and
her face add radiance and beauty to each other, peach blossoms still smiling in the
spring breeze” come to life on the painting. From the “face” of that beauty -- to the
“visage” of memory in beautiful scene -- to the smiling peach blossom in the spring
breeze (epiphany), blossom turns to be epiphany finally. Human face is transformed
by peach blossom in the spring breeze. This is a natural poetic face, a natural
self-visage constructed by peach blossom and spring breeze everywhere. It is the
natural physiognomy. The painter constructs the visage with different colors, layers
and brush strokes, and paints a possible fresh self and a new life by color differences

of brush strokes.
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