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The Contemporary
Allegory of Portraiture

Liu Chuanming

Portraits usually come out on great solemn occasions;

Portraiture is a serious art that shows great solicitude
for the ultimate fate of humankind;

In contradiction to Karaoke, pottraifure rejects popularity.

The recorded history of fine arts dated back to the cre-
ation of Venus of Willendorf in Austria, which indicates that
portraiture is one of the most ancient arts. In the depiction
of the universe, the primary concern of man is for his own
image. Whether out of worship and reverence, out of ado-
ration and reminiscence of beauty or disgust, enmity and
confempt, portraits have become a medium for a heari-to-
heart talk among the people and o necessity fo show self
and mutual concemn. The so-called "talk”, beyond the reach
actually, is nothing but an expeciation, and is ineviiably re-

duced to a soliloquy of the painter in the end.

In the course of the western civilization, portraiture
has reached its maturity through the transformation of a
series of ideologies —— from “to remain another self’ of
the ancient Egypfians to "an ideal harmony of truth, good
and beauty” pursued by the Greek portraiture, from "a re-
alistic and minute representation”, a Roman portraiture law,
to "the rediscovery of man's self-value” advocated in the

Renaissance. Leonardo da Vinci, Michelangelo and Raphael

dll regarded sketch as the basis and essence of plastic
arts, which not only provided valued experience for the art
of painting, but laid a theoretical foundation for classical
portraiture as well. Following their steps, Dorer, Hans Hol-
Veldzquez and Rembrandt firmly be-
that each of their sub-

bein the Younger,
lieved in the value of the subject,
jects is a whole world, which convince us the successors
that history is just like what they described.( The creators
of self-portraits are world skeptics with, more or less, nar-

cissism complex )

Caravaggio, the Italian painter in 16th century, adopted
a new realistic aftitude toward the life, and even created
his works by directly sketching his sitter. Quite a number
of his religious works, thus, were a depiction of the secu-
lar world in the eyes of many people.

is characterized by brilliant

His representative
work Bacchus,
harmonious contrast and redlistic detail of the

for example,
coloring,
texture. The intriguing subtlest nuances of colors are a tes-
timony to an almost visible sight of blood flowing beneath
the skin!
trait,

Although some people hold that it is a self-por-
it is actually the fruit of o sudden inspiration as well
as "the embodiment of a prayer”.

How close can we get to the redlity? | seems that




this question might be prefty easy to answer by resorting
to the camera, a great invention in 19th century. A simple
way of thinking about the solution, nevertheless, is usually
a trigger of biunders. As to redlistic poriraiture, the mistake
here is rather like a wrong switch of the railway track,
which lasted for over 200 vears. It seems quite late today
to claim a newly-discovered truth that "the arfistic and ex-
pressive factors in the painting are beyond the scope of
the camera”.

In 19th century, a wrong time when oil portraiture
was on the decline, it was introduced into China, @ wrong
place where the traditional Chinese figure painting had

dominated for 2, 000 years.

the two different
genres had been mutually repulsed and fused, had com-
peted with and learned from each other.

For the past nearly two centuries,

The tradiional Chinese figure painfing siresses o kind
displaying a
and comprehension of the

of "vividness” with intense oriental flavors,
strong regard for perception,
subject in particular, rather than for meticulous observation

and anafomy of the subject, which distinguishes itself from
the western tradition that, traced to the origin "from the
Greek art to the Renaissance”, emphasizes mathematical

subtleness and rational spirit.

My heart is the flower that is twined on a wreath;

| place the wreath in front of the maryr's tomb since,

it has been a portrait that | drew for the deceased,

to whom, | offer my sacrifice.

No matter whether it is the portrait of the great man
hung on the Tian An Men gate fower or the sculpture
standing upright in the city heart, printed matter with
celebrities” likenesses or images placed on exhibition that
visitors behold with great owe, portraits are obviously reli-
gious.

They ate commercial ...

They are appreciable ...

Such an unprecedented concern for overall needs
completely precludes that for individual needs and cultural

rights, an embarrassment to portraiture in China.

The contemporary Chinese figure painting shows a
conceptual magnanimity to portraiture, @ magnanimity not
only to the cultural clashes between East and West, but al-
so fo the waver, embarrassment, endeavor and wisdom of



both oil painters and traditional Chinese painters, the two
types of people who aim af the same concern for, re-
search and expression of men, and who assume the
same responsibility for the depiction of the inner man,
comprehension of the essence of life and exploration of

psychological depth.

The value of a theory can only be testified through
The deficiency of experience is
usudlly an eye-catching banner preceding the procession

general social practices.

of an artist's personality. It is of requisite to catch the sub-
ject's staring state, which is never a monotonous solemn
pattern, discover the psychical truth, probe the context and
complex of the painter's own, balance his consciousness
and unconsciousness and regain the balance between
concept and passion so as fo manifest the essence of

portraiture as a great art.

Spirit submerges without form; form dies without spirit.

The relationship between form and spirit differs in no
way from that beiween chicken and egg, skin and substance,
and source and course. Yel, people may wonder when they
a question that probably implicates the
thought —provoking  detachment between natural science and
fiberal arts as well as a heartbreaking entanglement.

have been apar,

In this

troubled time with coexisting various genres, we havent yet

Every era chooses some artists as its voices.

seen our awaiting hero. | am well convinced, however, that
in this age which haos said goodbye fo judgement, only se-
rious superexcellent artists can become the tferminators of
popular culture through their unremitting endeavors.

Through this eye contact between oil painting and the
traditional Chinese painting, we have seen: one and the
same earth on which different countries and nationalities
live together rather than isolated continents which fail 1o
piece together, that the Eastern and Western cultures, just
like the unobstructed billows surging back and forth be-
tween the Pacific and Aflantic, are experiencing a constant
exchange, and that between one culture and another is
always permeating the mutual “infinite appreciation, sound-
less echo and trackless digestion”,
thin,
course of history.

a fog that is thick or
floating among the ridges and peaks along the

Portraiture is a recording,
both the painting and painted.

a two-way recording of
In the depiction of the im-
age in his eyes and mind’s eye,
paint or the ink and wash.

he fuses himself in the

Portraiture is meditation and interrogation of the fate
and value of humankind.
Portraiture is an analogy, of a specific individual, a

nation and an age.
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