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Preface

By Fan Feng
Jan., 2019

The topic of portrait has been well explored in the Western modern art. With
the efforts of Cézanne and Picasso, portrait art entered the period of modernism.
Starting from Francis Bacon, portraits have become a major topic of the modern
society. By the era of Freud, Auerbach, Richter and to that of the Italian “Three Cs”
(refers to artists Sandro Chia, Enzo Cucchi and Francesco Clemente), portrait art has
been expressed in multiple ways. Tong Yanrunan chose a stable structure-fixed 41cm
x 33cm size, fixed front angle and fixed relationship between the character and the
background. And he placed himself outside the painting, seeking flexibility in the

limitations.

Tong Yanrunan has devoted himself to portrait sketching for nearly two
decades. He often compares himself to Prince Hui's butcher Paoding as recorded in
the Chuang Tzu. With 19 years of experience, Paoding makes every cut right into the
bone seams of the ox. His machete is like an artist's brush-so precise, abstract yet free.
According to Tong Yanrunan, there is an implicit connection between the butchering
skills of Paoding and the creation of art, the expression of freedom in subtlety, which

also embodies the relationship between the “method” and the “path”.

Based on the needs of the exhibition, the artist came to Wuhan at the beginning
of 2018 and completed more than a dozen portraits of the local literati and art circles.

In the face-to-face creation, he illustrated certain poetics of viewing.

A Chinese phrase goes “to acquire knowledge by studying the phenomena of



nature.” It emphasizes the need to constantly reflect on the objects one is studying and
observing. The artist can not only give assumptions, inquiries and answers from the
viewer's perspective but also observe experience and comprehend the "undercurrent"
in the creative process. The perspective of the viewer focuses on the movements and
facial expressions of the model to restore its emotional flows, while the perspective of
the bystander captures the silent communications between the model and the artist

through their gestures and eye contact.

This viewing process is where the object transforms into a subjective image.
The object becomes a subjective reflection through the intuition of the painter. The
object is then processed into a mental image by the individual comprehension of the
painter. It is the “freehand spirit” of Chinese paintings. As Qi Baishi said, “It would be
deceiving if the artwork looks unlike the object, and it would be cheesy if the artwork
and the object look exactly the same—the wonderful thing lies between the likeness
and the unlikeness”. The image is an objective existence, while the wonderful thing

needs to be captured by the mind of the artist.

Since the invention of photography, doubts and questions have never ceased
over the future of paintings, let alone the portraits. When realistic reproduction is no
longer the main goal of portraits, where are portraits going? What are the possibilities
and values of the simple and long-lasting artistic behavior of portrait creation in the
current context? The over one hundred pieces of portraits selected in this exhibition
may bring us some thoughts. These works hope not only to present the visible part of
things, but also to bring out some invisible part as the art form marches to an

unforeseeable end.



