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Process, Behavior and Site: Conceptuality of Portraits Made by Tong Yanrunan

Wang Duanting

It is the first time that | have seen the works of Tong Yanrunan on such a large
scale, or the first time that | have seen his exhibition. The exhibition seems to be an
exhibition of portraits, and it also intentionally displays a portrait on an ancient
Egyptian tomb coffin, seemingly in order to trace the origin of portraits and prompt
the context of portraits. Portraits from Ancient Egyptian tomb coffin are indeed the
oldest examples of such creation.

This exhibition shows the portraits created by Tong Yanrunan for the past 21
years since 1998. He has made portraits for many people, both domestic and foreign,
celebrities and friends in his life, including some people in Wuhan art circle. In my
opinion, all his works can be said to be one portrait. And it it is his self-portrait. It
should be said that portraits made by Tong Yanrunan precisely define what
expressionist painting is. In other words, his portrait is the most standard model of
expressionist painting. In the final analysis, expressionist painting is not for the object,
but for artist himself, to express artist’s own feelings about objects and the world.
Tong makes portray for the object, but the God is his own mind. We can see that the
characters in his paintings are quite different in appearance, but almost the same in
manner. In fact, all the characters portrayed by him present an expression of dignity,
melancholy and depression. Tong depicted many characters, and he put on such a
sad mask to all of them.

If Tong Yanrunan only personifies the object, he can only be regarded as an
artist of modern formalism. However, Tong is a contemporary idealist artist. How
does the modernity of his creation present?

| roughly divide the history of human art into three periods, namely, the period
of classical art, the period of modern art and the period of contemporary art. | use
three interrogative words to represent the essence of art in the three periods. The
period of classical art is the period of “what is art”, which is to solve the problem of

what art is. The period of modern art is the period of “how to do art”. The famous



saying of modern art is “what to draw is not important, but how to draw is the most
important”. Modern art solves the problems of artistic techniques and forms.
Contemporary art is a period of “why art is art, why this is art, why that is not art”.
Contemporary art has broken the established artistic standards, redefining art and
reconstructing the relationship between man and art.

In fact, Tong Yanrunan subverted the tradition of portrait painting. He shows us
a way of contemporary art creation. The modernity of this kind of creation is
reflected in the following aspects: Firstly, he takes the creative process, behavior and
scene as parts of his works. His works are the result of materialization during the
creative course, and the course itself is also one important part of his works. In my
opinion, what he has done for 21 years is a work of behavioral art. Painting and
portrait are only the intermediary. His works contains three elements: the first one is
the object, that is, the model; the second one is himself. His exhibition posters have
multiple versions printed with “Face to Face” and his own photo; the final one is the
portrait. His works are actually composed of the above three parts. Secondly, there is
another thing very different from traditional art in his creation. The relationship
between the painter and the painted object is also an integral part of his works.
During the process of acting as his model, these objects have formed a spiritual field
and tension with their mental feelings and emotional reactions. According to
“relational aesthetics” by French art theorist Nicolas Borrios, artistic relations include
not only the relationship between art and audience, but also the relationship
between artists and objective objects. We can see that he has dealt with all kinds of
relations of art in his works. Thirdly, Tong not only shows those portraits, but also
presents the creative course of those portraits with images by exhibiting his works. In
his view, the two make a whole, and they are indispensable.

From these perspectives, Tong’s works are both traditional and contemporary.
They represent the embodiment of contemporary artistic concepts, which is the key

to his artistic success.



