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Traditional FACE and Modern FACE -- Painting Art of Tong Yanrunan

Chen Mo

In the history of art, the style of painting is too numerous to be counted as the
number of crucian carp crossing the river. However, to make a surprise or raise a new
force suddenly, it is necessary for an artist stands the assessment of the quality and
thickness of talent, education and accumulation. In the current era of the new
economy, it seems that singing and dancing are rising smoothly, but in fact there is an
endless surge of counter-current. There is a dislocation and alienation between the
general environment of art and the heat of economy. In short, the purity of the
general environment of art is obviously not as good as before. Tong’s paintings have
just appeared, giving people a long-lost sense of freshness and excitement. It is
precious in the current tranquil artistic situation. As his old friend, | was invited to his
solo exhibition and was touched by his artistic atmosphere, his artistic language
appearance and tension.

If we want to define Tong Yanrunan’s identity, it may be difficult. He has made
great achievements in painting, design, multimedia and other fields, and his
comprehensive ability is superb. This time, his solo exhibition focuses on his painting
language in terms of academic study. For some people, his exhibition works are
“portraits from life”. According to the “standard” of artistic value judgment in local
multi-year system, “portraits from life” is “realism”. So they think his works can also
be simply classified into the category of “tradition” ideologically. This statement has
aroused great controversy, and its academic reasons and goodwill are questionable.
Mr. Wang Lin’s speech made it clear that his paintings cannot simply be attributed to
realism, because they run counter to the so-called “realism” in terms of his artistic
concept, language and effect. | feel the same way. When appreciate his original
works carefully, the vagueness of the form, the elegance of the brushwork, the leap
of the rhythm and the concepts are full of the appeal of the new expressionism. It
has the contemporary nature beyond doubt.

Another notable thing is that his way of “portraits from life” is far from the



traditional definition of “paintings from life”. Tong Yanrunan conducts his “portraits
from life” with preparation, plan, target and purpose. And the process has the
characteristics of scene, timeliness, interaction and concept, which is close to the
way of on-site behavior art. He decomposed 21 years of long time span into many
specific time planning units, and locked goals of “portraits from life”. Then, he
implemented, completed and presented one by one, thus forming an art cumulative
series of a stream of time, consciousness and work. This “result” will continue to
increase and extend with the pass of time and the arrangement of plan, which may
be greatly unexpected. It is said that this “portraits from life” is not that “paintings
from life”.

The reason why his artistic style is conceptual and on-the-spot is that, his inner
appeal and expression of artistic style is totally different from the traditional painting
form and has the remarkable characteristics of contemporary art. He has a strong
plan and pertinence about choosing painting objects. The location of each exhibition
(country, region, and city) also matches the orientation of the painting objects and
their occupation, identity, and trend and so on. They will be selected in advance and
put into practice. During the period of creation, dialogue and interaction inevitably
increase the chance of emotional enhancement, humanistic understanding and
effect. The way he works reminds me of a past event at the Chengdu Biennial
Exhibition. Chen Shaofeng, an artist, wrote a series of oil paintings in 1993,
Investigation Report on Social Image and Artistic Image of Rural People in Tiangong
Temple, Dingxing County, Hebei Province. In this small village of Hebei, all of the old
and young villagers are portrayed indiscriminately one by one. At the same time,
villagers painted the artist. The mutual portray continues to achieve a large number
portraits in the end. At the exhibition, it is also a series of continuous large-scale
emissions, forming a huge array of images. It is amazing! The artist’s aimless and
non-selective orientation towards villagers seems to be different from Tong
Yanruna’s planned and targeted choice. In terms of concept expression, however, the
two approaches the same end by different means, being harmonious without

sameness.



The linguistic form of Tong Yanrunan’s paintings is so strange that can hardly be
simply categorized into the so-called concrete or abstract field. Therefore, it also
leads to many interesting academic discussions. Chen Shaofeng’s micro-work mode
is undoubtedly “realistic”, but its macro-presentation results are anti-realistic,
conceptual and contemporary. Tong Yan Runan’s works seem to be “realistic”, but
the result is negative after understanding the process and appreciating closely at his
works. Wuhan exhibition this time, for example, artists planned and selected models,
such as Lu Hong, Ji Shaofeng, Fu Zhongwang, Xiao Feng, Leng Jun, Liu Shouxiang and
so on. They are well-known artists and leaders of institutions in the three towns of
Wuhan. Here, identity is the only choice, which is completely different from choices
of traditional portraits with image characteristics. At the same time, the result of
“portraits from life” is basically different from that of the prototype, that is, far away
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from the traditional “standard” of “being similar in form”, but it is almost recognized
by the viewer with frank and even confused brush strokes. The prototype seems to
talk with the viewer far and near, which is meaningful. Obviously, the “object” here is
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only a “borrowed” object, as the creative “valves” “enlightens” artists, mixing with
ridicule, banter, misplacement, miscellaneous ideas. Therefore, the scene is
important, the process is important at the same time. Result? This result is not that
result. Those who adhere to the traditional reading standards may be disappointed,
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because there is no traditional “painting” and “aesthetic” logic to be talked about
here, and only some of fantastic ideas wandering.

Tong Yanrunan has comprehensive qualities that ordinary artists do not possess.
His social participation and initiative, combined with his accumulation of artistic
accomplishment, are another source of strength for his artistic spirit penetration and
humanistic tension. Today’s academic study enables us fully understand the art of
Tong Yanrunan. He is a familiar or unfamiliar art case, a seemingly indescribable
confusion in all corners of the country. Moreover, he and his works has a positive
research and reference significance for the study of local art related to literacy,

technical issues, language issues, appearance issues, concepts, etc. Personally, | have

paid close attention to and studied the local behavioral art for more than 20 years,



and accumulated some work experience, which is helpful to understand and study
the artistic interest and the mystery of concept of Tong Yanrunan from a certain
aspect. At the same time, | hope that he will continue to adhere to his artistic
direction, stick to his language model experiment, strengthen his unconstrained
attitude, accumulate strength to break the ice, and find a unique way in the trend of

painting concepts and language on the spot.

Revised from the shorthand draft of the seminar speech, and finalized in Tongzilin,

Chengdu, March 2019.



