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Whose mien is Tong Yanrunan express in his works?

Gu Chengfeng

| have heard of Mr. Tong’s works for a long time though | haven’t seen him
before. It is the occasion that | appreciate Mr. Tong’s works. | have also noticed some
of his expressions in some articles. He emphasizes the influence of traditional
Chinese art.

But | think his works does not seem to be influenced by tradition from a certain
angle. Chinese traditional portraits are mostly concentrated on “vividness”, as Gu
Kaizhi said “vivid portraits, all in E Du” in A Tale of Famous Paintings. “E Du” refers to
the eyes. Chinese traditional art (portrait painting) emphasizes that using eyes to
convey a person’s spiritual temperament. However, most of portraits made by Mr.
Tong ignore the eyes (expressions in one’s eyes). He basically regards the eyes as a
more empty treatment. In other words, “E Du” is abandoned. So how the “mien” of
character is expressed? | think it is the overall temperament of portrait that he
expresses through his structural treatments, and bold and unrestrained brush strokes.
This temperament is more an expression of the artist’s temperament than the
temperament of the model being painted.

As an artist, there are many kinds of self-explanations. From the perspective of
criticism and the viewer, it is not always possible to agree the author’s statement
entirely. | don’t know if the author’s self-expression emphasizes a zero-degree
writing attitude. Is it an “egoless” state? We know that both “zero degree” of writing
and “egoless” state are the typical expressions of post-modern. Basically, the art of
Tong Yanrunan belongs to the expression of the modernist period.

On the other hand, as one of the characteristics of modernism, “expression”
itself is also incompatible with the “egoless” state. The “egoless” state is not the
same as what Wang Guowei put forward about “egoless” state. It is de-centering and
de-personal, while “expression” itself is personal and centering. Certainly | prefer to
agree with the latter, which is expressed through ego. In other words, the artist does

not convey the spirit of who is portrayed, but the mien of you (the artist).



“To see a world in a flower” is the expression of Chinese Zen Buddhism. In fact,
it means “a tiny dust, or a hairy end, is full with the information of the whole
universe”. This concrete and small observation method, which has a limited view of
one portrait conjures up the whole through seeing a part of it, is not suitable for the
interpretation of Tongyan’s works either. | think that one’s mien is displayed through
the vivid screen is secondary for an artist. More importantly, it is to convey what you
want to express personally. | think this point is a very remarkable feature of portraits
made by Tong yanrunan. Here, the object has become a service for you. As a result,
strictly speaking, the portrait has already had the effect of “de-object”, which is very

consistent with the law from the basic starting point of art.
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