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  Abstract 
Following the ‘85 New Wave, Chinese realist painting, under the profound influ-
ence of conceptual art, broke free from the mold of singular representation and 
achieved its contemporary reconstruction. This paper aims to explore the core 
mechanism of this reconstruction—the interpenetration and symbiosis of concept 
and method. It first analyzes how the intervention of conceptual factors triggered 
an internal shift in the narrative modes and spiritual dimensions of realist painting. 
Subsequently, it discusses the methodological responses to conceptual expression, 
manifested in the pluralistic evolution of technical deconstruction, image transla-
tion, and the reinvention of tradition. By examining the interactive relationships 
between concept-driven creation and methodological response, as well as linguistic 
self-awareness and the effective bearing of concept, this paper demonstrates how 
creative practice and critical discourse jointly propelled the formation of a new re-
alist paradigm. It ultimately concludes that this two-way interpenetration is not only 
key to its response to historical challenges but also the fundamental path for con-
structing an artistic system possessing both local characteristics and contemporary 
value. 
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1. Introduction 

In comparison with the ‘85 New Wave that profoundly altered the development track of Chinese contemporary art in 
the mid- to late 1980s, the orthodoxy of realist painting, which is defined by its realistic language and value, has 
experienced an intense conceptual critical shock and existential crisis. Under such historical circumstances, how did 
the creative route of realist painting undergo a contemporary reconstruction and make its modern transformation in 
language and value under the impact and nourishment of the conceptual art wave? This paper explores how the realist 
painting completed its contemporary re-construction through an internal conceptual turn and methodological expan-
sion, and argues that concept and method do not interpenetrate in a simple superposition, but together form an inter-
active mechanism of mutual stimulation and shaping, which is both its response to propositions of the times and the 
fundamental driving force for its newly gained legitimacy and vitality in the contemporary art context. 
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2. The Intervention of Conceptual Factors and the Internal Turn of Realist Painting 

2.1 Transformation of the Historical Context and the Conceptual Turn 

The birth of Chinese realist painting after the ‘85 New Wave is an exploration contextually shaken. With the radical 
introduction of Western modern philosophy and artistic ideas by the “‘85 Fine Arts New Wave,” the monolithic 
realist tradition of serving political discourse or simple technical display was challenged (Zhou, 2024). Artists met 
with an artistic field that was either liberated in ideology or divided in culture. Pure picture representation could no 
longer meet the spiritual needs of the times. Therefore, in order for realist painting not to be marginalized, a “con-
ceptual turn” was needed. That turn did not reject the realist technique, but it turned the realist technique from being 
the endpoint of creation into the starting point of expression, an instrument for carrying thought, criticizing reality, 
and exploring culture.  

2.2 Reconstruction of Narrative Modes and Re-creation of Symbols 

With the assistance of Conceptual art, the visual narrative of realistic painting has shifted from grand narratives of 
the masses to personal narratives of individuals. That is, painters quit drawing grand public scenes of significant 
historical moments of the masses to “paint” individuals’ life experiences, the fragments of memory, and the comic 
strip of city life. With this, the system of visual symbols was also re-creations. That is, taking everyday items, the 
human body, old photos, and other images out of their original environment, juxtaposing, magnifying, or deforming 
them with realistic images, endowing them with metaphorical and symbolic meanings, forming a narrative field of 
personalized and psychological images. Like Zhang Xiaogang’s “Bloodline: Big Family”, they are not pasting family 
photos here, but, with a dull tone and stereotyped faces, he transforms the memory of masses of individuals into a 
calm exploration of the historical collective unconscious. The re-creation of symbols helps the language of realism 
transcend the objective description and become an effective way to weave conceptual narratives and reveal the ob-
scure historical and psychological narratives, to shift the narrative logic from “telling a story” to “creating a mood” 
and “posing a question” with more profound connotations (Xiao, 2025). 

2.3 Expansion of the Spiritual Dimension and Reconfiguration of Value 

It was probably this deep convergence of conceptual elements that led to the development of the spiritual dimension 
and the reconfiguration of the ontological value of Chinese realist painting. When the realist technique is used for 
conceptual expression, the issue at stake in painting is no longer how to achieve a certain degree of lifelikeness in 
external appearance but rather some basic human spiritual issues, such as existential questions, identity anxiety, and 
cultural origins. It was probably for this reason that realist painting was able to rediscover its unique and irreplaceable 
value in an age of increasingly lifelike imaging technologies: The value of painting no longer lies in its ability to 
compete with photography in lifelikeness with regard to the external appearance of people and things but rather in 
the following: the ability to rationally examine and feel emotionally stirred by manual tracings, material substances, 
and painstakingly constructed images and in the fact that the process of painting itself is a kind of philosophical 
inquiry and spiritual practice, and the painting itself is a “field” in which all of these spiritual endeavors take place. 
Thus, in addition to being a reproductive technique, realist painting has become a contemporary mode of critical 
thinking, and its value has been reconfigured from the following: demonstration of skill to the following: profundity 
of concept and spirituality, and consequently, it has found a new position in contemporary art (Wang, 2024). 

3. The Expansion of the Methodological Dimension and the Pluralistic Evolution of Realist Lan-
guage 

3.1 Deconstruction of Technical Language and Formal Experimentation 

Inspired by conceptual art, realist painting after the ‘85 New Wave initially showed up in methodological terms as a 
purposeful and sustained breakdown of technical language plus daring formal experimentation (Li, 2020). The realists 
knew that the “pure” technical system of classical realism also contained a way of seeing and aesthetic power of its 
own, so they consciously broke its visual rules of harmony, completeness, and smoothness. They did so at two levels: 
some kept the calligraphic quality of the brushstroke and the sense of the painting process, and thus turned the image 
from illusion back to materiality; others used alienated viewpoints, unconventional compositions, or blurred and 
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distorted human figures to formal defamiliarization, to shake up habitual visual experience. The technical center of 
Mao Yan’s quivering out-of-focus aristocratic images, far from objective representation, is, rather, the expression of 
spiritual arrogance and fragility through extremely fine-grained grey tones and quivering brushwork. Such conscious 
deconstruction and experimentation opened up the formal limits of painting in this way, turning it from a set of 
passive imitative skills into an active conceptually expressive language. 

3.2 Translation of the Image System and Integration of Media 

With the expansion of mass culture and imaging technology, the image system of realist painting shifted from “direct 
depiction” to “indirect translation.” Artists widely used readily accessible visual sources, such as photographs, films, 
advertising, and even digital images, as the template and subject of their paintings, and they finished a “pictorial turn” 
from confrontation to primary reality to one of interpretation, appropriation, and re-creation of secondary reality 
(preexisting images). This process of translation necessarily involved crossover between media; when painters quoted 
from photographs, they deliberately revealed the direction and depth of field of the lens and grain of the negative, or 
turned the halftone dots of prints and the mosaics of digital pixels into painterly brushstrokes. Liu Xiaodong’s paint-
ings are often suffused with a strong sense of sketching from life, but their composition and viewpoint are shaped by 
news photographs and documentary films, and they have a sense of immediacy and contingency. This translation of 
the existing image system and crossover between media not only refreshed the visual sources of realist painting but 
also allowed it to make a more thorough engagement with the mechanisms of visual production in the image age 
(Han, 2019). 

3.3 Re-creation of Traditional Resources and Contemporary Transformation 

Confronted with the globalized cultural context, the pluralistic evolution of Chinese realist painting is also reflected 
in the creative re-creation and contemporary transformation of local traditional artistic resources (Qiu et al., 2025). 
Artists sought to move beyond simple “nationalized” schemata, instead drawing nourishment from Chinese classical 
aesthetic thought, traditional murals, literati painting, and even folk art, and deeply “combining” them with Western 
realist techniques. This transformation is not a formal collage but a spiritual integration. For instance, they might 
incorporate the compositional concept of “using blank space as substantive form” from literati painting, the aesthetic 
pursuit of “vivid spirit and resonance,” or the eroded texture and linear modeling of ancient murals into their own 
realist language system. The strong expressive brushwork and sense of structure in Zeng Fanzhi’s early “Meat” series 
reveal an interplay between traditional Chinese calligraphic brushwork and Western Expressionism. Through the 
deep digestion and contemporary translation of traditional resources, artists aimed to construct a realist language that 
possesses both international dialogic capability and a unique Eastern aesthetic temperament and spiritual core, 
thereby providing important methodological inspiration for the local modernization of realist painting (Kral & 
Jorgensen, 2024). 

4. The Interpenetration Mechanism of Concept and Method, and Creative Practice 

4.1 The Logic of Concept-Precedence and the Response of Methodology 

In the creation practice after the “85 New Wave”, a gradual formation of “concept-precedence” triggered the realist 
painting methodology to be forced to respond and adjust. Artists only needed to propose a definite intellectual concept 
(perhaps it was the question of historical memory, perhaps it was the criticism of consumer society, perhaps it was 
the positioning of identity) before seeking appropriate painting in realist language (Huang et al., 2025). This creative 
logic of “concept-precedence” changed the status of methodology from technology’s “self-referential” space to the 
means of concept. The former method of painting translation to historical photographs responds to the conceptual 
proposition of “how to display historical reflection”; while the latter method of surreal assembly of realist images 
responds to the conceptual proposition of “how to expose the absurdity of reality”. 

4.2 The Pursuit of Linguistic Self-Consciousness and the Effective Bearing of Concept 

With the deepening interpenetration of concept and method, artists demonstrate a heightened self-consciousness in 
their use of realist language. This self-awareness ensures that conceptual content achieves precise and powerful visual 
manifestation. Linguistic consciousness implies that artists not only master technique but also maintain a clear 
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understanding of the aesthetic significance and conceptual potential carried by each technical choice—such as the 
urgency or deliberation of brushstrokes, the warmth or coolness of colors, and the density or openness of composition. 
In exemplary works, this consciousness finds perfect expression: a cold, smooth pictorial texture may serve to critique 
rationality and power, while freely applied brushstrokes might convey the intensity of emotional outpouring. This 
profound engagement with the ontology of language transforms concepts from being merely “illustrated” external 
content to being internalized within the very texture of form, realizing what may be termed “significant form.” 

4.3 The Construction of Critical Discourse and Its Interaction with Creative Practice 

The process of interpenetration between concept and method was not completed within a closed studio but was deep-
ened and advanced through the continuous interaction between critical discourse and creative practice. After the ‘85 
New Wave, Chinese art criticism gradually shed its singular ideological or aesthetic judgments and began employing 
theoretical tools such as formal analysis, cultural studies, and semiotics to provide an interpretative framework and 
legitimacy for the conceptual and methodological innovations in realist painting. Critics’ systematic examination and 
debate of terms like “new realism,” “psychological realism,” and “figurative expression” not only facilitated the 
interpretation of artworks but also reciprocally shaped artists’ self-understanding and creative trajectories. Concur-
rently, the novel paradigms and challenges arising from artistic practice continually presented fresh inquiries to the 
critical community, thereby driving the evolution of theoretical discourse itself.  

5. Conclusion 

To reiterate, in the context of contemporary times, during the period of post-’85 New Wave, the source of strength 
for the revival of Chinese realist painting lies in the continuous and intense coupling of the whole concept and method. 
This coupling not only successfully rescued realist painting from the singular connotation of representation, and 
changed it into a kind of carrier that can accommodate heavy contemporary thought, but also, through the multiple 
expansion of methodological routes, re-established its ontological value as an independent art. Therefore, the future 
direction for the realist painting of contemporary China does not lie in the revival of technical fundamentalism. In-
stead, it lies in a further deepening of the above-mentioned dual consciousness (conceptual and local) in the global 
context. Only through such a pursuit can realist painting be completely released from “technique” and sublimated 
into “aesthetics”, and can it contribute to the establishment of a contemporary art system with an independent spiritual 
character. 
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