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After Time: Ren Yichun's

PaintingsBy Zhang Chen

Ren Yichun's paintings primarily focus on still life, specifically flowers and fruits. Through her
works from different periods, we can clearly perceive the evolution of her artistic stages. In the
numerous sketches and studies of 2018, Ren Yichun continually trained her eyes during life drawing
sessions, tirelessly seeking the order behind things, thus developing a rather metaphysical and
serene style. In these works, Ren Yichun's depicted subjects are always singular, solitary, and
the things themselves, which is quite phenomenological. In fact, Ren Yichun's academic paper
during her student days revolved around phenomenology and intuitive composition in painting. In
her, the creation of art and everyday contemplation form a pure and intimate connection, constituting

valuable self—reflection and internal clues as a young artist.

Subsequently, Ren Yichun's compositions became more complex. If in her early works, Ren Yichun

strived to record the true observations of individuals to capture the isolated bodies of the world,
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then in her creations around 2022, she chose to delve into the interior of these bodies. Her vision
and perception shifted from external to internal, as she began dissecting the anatomical structures
of flowers and calmly spreading them on the canvas platform. The result was that the composition
of plants became the composition of contours, and the body of the flower was abstracted into
the form itself. In other words, the objects depicted in her paintings no longer hold importance;
the life and breath of flowers exist here only in visual appearance. The organs of the flowers
serve merely as a backdrop for the canvas, and Ren Yichun became more interested in the study
of spatial order through painting and the body of flowers. This directly led to her recent works

and the fundamental appearance of Ren Yichun's painting development to date.

As the images on the canvas transitioned from plants back to fruits, the boundaries of the objects
became more defined, and the effect of light passing through different surfaces strengthened the
sharpness of the contours. Light and eyes, space and perception converge here, as Ren Yichun
gradually shifts her gaze from vision to the flow of sensation. The artist's perception achieves
a synthesis in the work of painting, allowing the images to manifest a peculiar combination of
rational design and intuitive sensibility. This still remains a form of intuition inherent to painting;
however, the intuition itself has become sufficiently complex. In the words of the poet Paul Val é ry,

" Whatlies deepest of all in man is the skin," and the most essential lies in the fleeting glance.

In this regard, Ren Yichun does not shy away from C € zanne's significant influence on her. It
can be seen that while depicting early Morandi—style still lifes, Ren Yichun is also consciously
drawn to this "father of modern painting. " Between painting and phenomenology . between C € zanne
and Merleau—Ponty, Ren Yichun naturally finds her comfortable working area. In the renowned
essay "C € zanne's Doubt," philosopher Merleau—Ponty believed that as an artist, C & zanne's
hesitation and repeated deliberations in painting lie in pondering how to bring painting, as an
image producer, back to the things themselves. This entails reflecting on and stripping painting.
as a technique, of its technical reflection and detachment, bringing painting back to the nature
before technology, namely, contemplating how to bring the genre of still life and painting together,
how to bring apples and Mont Sainte—Victoire back to the essence of things, back to the moment
of initial encounter with the subject of perception, thereby re—examining the reality of experience,
bidding farewell to the light of ideas, and penetrating the history of painting tradition. Only in
this way, only through awakening and trusting individual perceptions, only in constant doubt and
trust in individual feelings can the intuition of painting be unified with the artist's profound
considerations without contradiction. In Ren Yichun's unique light, in the ethereal mist on the

surface of her canvas, we seem to directly hear the echoes of this phenomenological theory.

For C € zanne, his painting originates primarily from vision, but this is a logical vision. C & zanne
believed that painting realizes sensation and should also be a kind of organized sensation—a
spontaneous organization rather than an artificial order. Or, in Deleuze's words, it is the logic
of illogical sensation that allows painting to be related to nature and perception. It calls for the
fresh state of the artist's flesh, and it also questions the scientific and technicalities that form
the subject of human perception. Thus, we can understand why, faced with the immediacy of
painting, Ren Yichun's various stages of effort and conquest are necessary. Because intuition itself

is not difficult, the difficulty lies in the suppression and obstruction of our perceptual senses,
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and in the accumulation of too much knowledge, technique, and preconceptions above intuition.
Therefore, in the history and tradition of painting art forming its own system, there is a need

for much doubt and dissent.

Furthermore, in Ren Yichun's few figure paintings, if flowers and fruits in her paintings retreat
to the contours of space, surrendering to a perceptual order rather than concrete objects, then
in her depictions of figures, human figures also merge with still life and the extremely restrained
light, becoming part of the objects. It can be said that figures here are dehumanized, and figure
painting becomes a kind of still life under Ren Yichun's brush. At the same time, as figures take
a backseat on the canvas, we also see in Ren Yichun's works a reflection on and transcendence
of the phenomenology of painting. Perhaps in the traditional context of phenomenology, the subject
of human beings remains important, and the relationship between the world revolves around the
human center. In Ren Yichun's works, however, figures, still life, space, and light coexist in
various relationships. But here, we seem to sense the disappearance of the center, or in such
paintings, relations take precedence, and no subject dominates above all relations. There is no
commanding figure, no subject dominating the image. It is no longer the subject that dictates
the theme of painting; rather, it is the relations that encompass the entire picture, reducing
everything to the things themselves. They are all bathed democratically in the cool light from
the brush, constituting a new object—oriented approach, an extension of phenomenology's
subjectivity, and a humility from the artist, a retreat of individual subjectivity, emotions, and
bodies. If we were to again use C € zanne's words, it is in works such as "Mont Sainte—Victoire,"

where "even though people are absent, they are fully present in the scenery.

“In this way, Ren Yichun's light creates a democratic relationship, a light of universal illumination
rather than emanating from a central authority . This is a political study of light and also a theological
study of light: because in religious—themed still—life paintings, especially in Caravaggio's "Basket
of Fruit,” the all—encompassing, indiscriminate divine light originates from God's manifestation.
Similarly, Ren Yichun's paintings can bring about a kind of everyday theological cleansing. However,
when compared with Caravaggio, we still find that for this seventeenth—century artist, the function
of light is to highlight volume, and the darkly painted background serves to shape the body of
the object. At the same time, Caravaggio's fruits possess both a sense of space and time. In
his hands, the abundance and decay of fruits, the growth process of plants are meticulously depicted.
Strangely, under the same divine light and shadow, Ren Yichun's still lifes, her fruits, flowers,
and even figures, all lose their bodies. They are laid out on the surface of the canvas without
any sense of volume. Due to the artist's previous anatomical dissections of the body in her works,
they have lost their bodies. They also lack any sense of time and become eternal forms. In such
a historical context, Ren Yichun looks back to Caravaggio—style chiaroscuro light and shadow
but flattens this sacred light serving realistic painting onto the abstract language and medium surface

of modernism, letting the existence of painted objects lose the constraints of physical embodiment .

Similarly, from the perspective of art history, apart from C € zanne, Morandi, and Caravaggio,
Ren Yichun's flowers also easily remind us of O'Keeffe and her organically growing floral organs.
However, in O'Keeffe's works, the life of women resides in the trunk of plants, and her paintings

are full of the strength of the body, possessing full—bodied sensuality and volume. But in Ren
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Yichun's works, flowers also lose their bodies; they are extremely thin, compressed between
the surface of the canvas. While the artist is engaged in the analysis and study of spatial
relationships, she also dissolves the ordered time connecting spatial order and internalizes external

strength into a quiet force.

Therefore, in Ren Yichun's works, the objects that have lost their bodies, under the weightless
subtle light, allow space to return to its original appearance, allow the world to lose the
organizational order of organs like a body, and bring nature back to its deepest surface. On the
other hand, the space that has lost its body also reveals the loss of time without a body. Once
heavy and voluminous, the sense of time and history encountered obstacles in Ren Yichun's works.
The linear sequence of time finds no place on Ren Yichun's extremely flat canvas, yet it seems
to bring us closer to the artist's working state. If Ren Yichun's painting comes from her immediate
perception, then our perception of Ren Yichun's works also loses time at the first moment, or,
in other words, loses the thickness and ordered structure of time. In the moment of encountering
such paintings, we cannot judge the era to which the painting belongs. We also simultaneously
see the flashes of images from various periods in art history. The boundary between classical,
modern, and contemporary loses its meaning here. We also cannot grasp the artist's personal
time, cannot grasp the artist's body as we do with O'Keeffe, and cannot grasp the age or even
gender of the creator through these timeless fruits and still lifes , or through the slow breath
and growth rate of the painting itself. Therefore, behind the theme of space, behind the intuition
of painting and phenomenology. in Ren Yichun's recent works, we see this "after time," a time
that has lost its body along with space. Here, "after time' is pure material time, by which belief

will be and maintain its life as long as life itself.”
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