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ABSTRACT

Research on the Creative Practice of Modern

Chinese Gongbi Figure Painting

- Focusing on the researcher’s works -

WANG FENG

Major of Oriental Painting, College of Fine Arts
Graduate School of

Sungshin Women's University

Academic Adviser Kwon Ki Beom

Among the three major genres of traditional Chinese painting—
landscape (shan shui), bird-and-flower (hua niao), and figure
painting (ren wu)—figure painting was the first to reach artistic
maturity.In the period of the Wei, Jin, and Northern and Southern
Dynasties (220-589 AD), outstanding artists such as Gu Kaizhi, Lu
Tanwei, and Zhang Sengyao emerged.As Chinese painting evolved
through the Tang, Song, Yuan, Ming, and Qing dynasties, figure
painting continued to develop, with many great masters such as Yan
Liben, Wu Daozi, Wang Wei, Han Gan, Zhang Xuan, Zhou Fang, and
Gu Hongzhong contributing significantly to its heritage. Their works
are regarded as major achievements that illuminate the long and

rich history of Chinese art.



Among the diverse forms of figure painting, Gongbi (meticulous
brushwork) figure painting stands out for its refined techniques and
delicate expression. Originating from the Warring States period with
works such as The Dragon and Phoenix Lady, Gongbi painting has
gradually developed a unique aesthetic system. Distinguished from
Xieyi (freehand) figure painting, Gongbi figure painting is
characterized by precise and detailed brushwork and coloring,
typically executed on silk or processed xuan paper. Thanks to
these qualities, Gongbi figure painting has held an important place
within the Chinese artistic tradition and has undergone continuous
stylistic and technical transformations through different historical

periods.

Over the course of thousands of years, Gongbi figure painting has
evolved in subject matter and technique, influenced by the aesthetic
preferences of each era. It reached a peak during the Tang
dynasty, marked by opulent colors and intricate brush techniques,
and continued to flourish in subsequent periods. In modern times, it
retains strong vitality, attributed to both its rigorously refined
methods and its profound cultural connotations. Senior Gongbi
painters such as Pan Jiezi have led efforts to renew and innovate
the tradition, fostering the emergence of more enriched artistic
styles within the modern context.Following China's reform and
opening-up policy in 1978, dramatic changes occurred in politics,
economy, and culture. In tandem with these societal shifts, modern

Gongbi figure painting began to present new stylistic developments.



As material wealth increased and spiritual values gained emphasis,
the artistic landscape became more pluralistic, expanding the
expressive capacity of Gongbi figure painting. In 1979, the Beijing
Gongbi Heavy Color Painting Society was established, with Pan Jiezi
as its first chairman. During this period, many artists experimented
with traditional techniques, forms, and materials while introducing

innovative approaches and conducting various artistic explorations.

Since 1978, numerous talented Gongbi figure painters and
masterpieces have emerged. Representative works include Autumn
Nineteen by He Jiaying, Seeking by Sun Yumin, Only Heaven
Should Contain Such Melodies by Liu Jingui, and Manicure by
Zhuang Daojing.

Modern Gongbi figure painting not only continues the traditional
expressive methods but also encompasses a broader range of
contemporary themes, such as daily life, social realities, and
personal emotions. Compared with its classical counterparts, modern
Gongbi painting displays significantly enriched expressive power.
Notably, it emphasizes the inner world and emotional fluctuations of
its subjects. Artists utilize visual elements—form, line, and color—to
convey temperament, personality, and emotion, thereby enhancing

both aesthetic resonance and emotional depth.

Technically, modern Gongbi figure painting incorporates diverse
modeling approaches. Some artists focus on traditional Chinese

costume forms, while others incorporate Western painting techniques



and compositional principles. Although line work varies between
artists, they commonly maintain structural integrity while
emphasizing flow and movement to enhance dynamism. In terms of
color, both traditional light and heavy color techniques are
employed, but modern Gongbi painting increasingly pursues subtle
tonal transitions and refined color modulation for greater visual

richness.

In terms of subject matter, while modern Gongbi figure painting
continues to depict historical figures and mythological narratives, it
also actively embraces contemporary elements and personalized
expression. This shift reflects how modern artists reinterpret
tradition with innovative perspectives, infusing their works with a
sense of individuality and relevance to the present. Through such
developments, modern Gongbi figure painting has become a vital
part of the broader Chinese painting tradition and is expected to
further evolve in response to ongoing societal transformations and

artistic progress.

Furthermore, Gongbi figure painting is attracting growing academic
attention both domestically and internationally. A wide range of
scholarly discourse is dedicated to analyzing its historical evolution
and contemporary significance. Researchers generally recognize that
modern Gongbi painting preserves traditional forms while
innovatively adapting to modern sensibilities and artistic currents. In
doing so, it not only sustains its classical roots but also expands its

artistic value in dialogue with global aesthetics.



This study, grounded in prior scholarship, sets its research focus
on Gongbi figure painting developed since the 1978 reform and
opening-up. The research aims to provide a systematic analysis
through the following structure: first, by clarifying the conceptual
framework of Gongbi figure painting and examining its spiritual
dimension from two angles—the spirit of Xieyi (free expression)
and zeitgeist (spirit of the age); second, by investigating the
modern developments in Gongbi painting and the influence of
traditional forms on contemporary practice; third, by discussing the
influence of both traditional and modern Gongbi painting on the
author’'s personal creative work, thereby explaining the artistic
characteristics and processes behind the creation of the author’s
own Gongbi paintings; and finally, by analyzing current challenges in
modern Gongbi figure painting and exploring future directions for its

evolution.

Through these examinations, this study shows that modern Gongbi
figure painting enjoys robust scholarly and artistic interest
worldwide. Though researchers may approach the subject from
diverse perspectives, they share a common understanding that
Gongbi figure painting is a dynamic art form that honors tradition
while embracing contemporary transformation. Its significance lies in
its ability to transcend mere technical reproduction, fostering
integration with present-day artistic movements and enriching its

aesthetic dimensions.

As global cultural exchange deepens, modern Gongbi figure



painting is expected to further develop unique artistic characteristics

and exert lasting influence on the global art scene.

In the author's own creative practice, emphasis has been placed
on expanding the aesthetic boundaries and expressive possibilities
of Gongbi figure painting by inheriting traditional techniques while
incorporating multidimensional innovation. These creative endeavors

can be categorized as follows:

1.Visual Language and Form: Rather than relying solely on
realistic depiction, the author attempts a synthesized and abstracted
approach to form, focusing on emotionally expressive imagery. This
enhances the subject's inner spirituality and transitions Gongbi

figure painting from mere “representation” to “expression.”

2.Color Strategy: Beyond naturalistic color rendering, symbolic and
ideational (yixiang) color schemes are employed to evoke emotional
depth and layered meaning within a harmonious chromatic

framework.

3.Thematic Focus: The choice of subject matter draws on
personal experiences and includes themes such as modern urban
women, ethnic minority culture, and everyday life in Seoul. These
themes aim to reflect psychological states and social realities,
imbuing the works with contemporary resonance and human

empathy.

4.Composition: The exploration of diverse compositional

approaches, particularly the incorporation of comic-style layouts,

- 187 -



warrants special attention.The use of modern visual languages—such
as comic strip paneling—reconstructs narrative rhythm and
structure within the picture plane. This introduces both
contemporary aesthetics and narrative elements to the traditionally

static format of Gongbi figure painting.

These creative practices not only enrich the expressive
vocabulary of Gongbi painting but also demonstrate the potential for
traditional visual language to be reinterpreted within a modern

context.

In summary, the author is committed to fusing the technical and
gpiritual legacy of traditional Chinese Gongbi figure painting with
personal artistic experimentation, thereby contributing to a form of
Gongbi art that reflects both modern sensibilities and individual
expression. The future development of Gongbi figure painting must
build wupon respect for (tradition while engaging with the
contemporary cultural landscape and aesthetic demands, enabling

traditional art to be transformed and revitalized in the modern era.
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