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The “In-Between” and “Confluence” of New Realism: Meng Site’s Corridor of Time

Liu Chunfeng

I. From Classical to Contemporary: The “In-Between” of New Realism

The development of realism in China is rooted in the evolution of classical painting, with its emphasis on observing the world, expressing inner
feelings, and seeking truth through close examination of things. Traditional Chinese painting does not rely on mechanical imitation. Instead,
it seeks a balance between observing the external world and expressing the artist’s inner thoughts and emotions. In this way, a work retains
the physical presence of the natural world while also conveying the passage of time, the conditions of human life, and the pursuit of meaning.
Over time, this approach has developed into a creative tradition that unites the reality of things with the inner life of the artist. It also provides
a deeper cultural foundation for the evolution and renewal of modern and contemporary realism in China.

Realism has remained vital throughout China’s transition to modernity. Its development is not simply a matter of historical change, but also
involves adapting ideas and continually expanding the boundaries of representation. From the expression of emotion through objects in
classical painting, to modern art’s renewed attention to everyday life, and then to contemporary art’s exploration of individual psychology,
identity, social sentiment, and inner experience, realism has consistently moved beyond surface appearances. It has gradually shifted from the
truth of visible things toward a deeper understanding of psychological and spiritual truth.

In the contemporary art world shaped by globalization, artistic trends have risen and fallen rapidly, and abstraction has gained popularity at
certain moments. These changes are closely related to market forces and structural shifts within the art world. Meanwhile, in China, cultural
and social questions surrounding historical reality, as well as individual experiences of everyday life, remain far from fully explored. Realism is
by no means outdated. Rather, it remains an open system whose boundaries can continue to expand.

We are beginning to recognize a visual landscape that is neither entirely rooted in local traditions nor fully absorbed into global culture. This
landscape is subtle, ambiguous, and often understated. Many artists, including Meng Site, are exploring it. | refer to this visual approach as
the “in-between.” In fact, it continues the tradition of local realism and has become increasingly visible in contemporary art, gradually moving
beyond traditional painting and sculpture.

The use of found objects and everyday materials has also enabled new forms of painting installation and mixed-media art to express reality in
ways that differ from conventional easel painting. These practices move beyond traditional realistic representation and, to some extent, resist
the excessive conceptual argument and neglect of individual experience that have characterized certain strands of conceptual art. Operating
between representation and expression, objective observation and inner imagery, everyday experience and artistic imagination, they establish
a more integrated and multidimensional approach that places greater emphasis on the value of the individual in contemporary life.

Meng Site’s practice is primarily based on painting, but in recent years it has expanded into painting installations and mixed media. This
exploration of different media has not interrupted the continuity of his artistic ideas or methods. Instead, it has enriched his expression of
realism.

His new solo exhibition, Corridor of Time, connects personal memory with the visual experiences and shared emotions of an era. Meng Site’s
precise and sophisticated handling of form goes beyond the depiction of the objective world. Using figurative imagery as a starting point,
he moves beyond familiar orders and creates a sense of spatial tension between visible and invisible dimensions of time, emotion, and state
of mind. His work carries forward the Chinese realist tradition of expressing inner feelings through material forms and visible images. It also
offers valuable artistic approaches and conceptual models for the study of “New Realism” in contemporary art.

Il. The Individual and Memory: The Sources of Images

Realism remains vital because it allows artists to express lived experience. Historically significant realist art is grounded in tangible situations
and the realities of life. Personal experience, as an irreplaceable means of expressing the spirit of an era, takes different forms as artistic
language evolves. At its core, however, this process continually expands the dimensions of experience.

Chinese contemporary art with realist characteristics has undergone significant changes. Once understood largely through Western definitions
of realism, it has developed into a much more diverse field. For a long time, art remained closely tied to events and prescribed themes.
This began to change significantly after China’s reform and opening-up in 1978. Artists increasingly examined reality through their own
observations, feelings, and concerns. Artistic practice gained greater freedom and became more personal. Freed from established forms of
grand narrative, artists began to reassemble fragments of everyday life and explore subtle, often overlooked aspects of human perception.

Meng Site’s practice continues this development. Yet, compared with earlier generations, his work expresses a different attitude toward
reality. He steps away from the rapidly changing world in search of new ways to imagine and represent it. This imagined world emerges from
the coexistence of ancient cultural symbols and elements of advanced technology in contemporary life. The resulting visual language forms an
in-between space where global high technology meets the “low technology” of traditional culture.

Since the turn of the millennium, the distinctly local character of urbanization has become an important feature of Chinese culture shaped
by reform and opening-up. Emotional relationships and personal desires are increasingly expressed through symbolic images drawn from
comedy, video games, and the internet. As a result, this new “in-between reality” also encompasses virtual reality, surrealism, and fantasy.

Having grown up in a small city and developed his professional career in a major metropolis, Meng Site transforms visual experiences from
different urban and cultural environments into artistic imagination. His work, in turn, reflects the complexity of contemporary social reality.
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Whether working in painting or installation, Meng Site does not rely on layers of image collage, the appropriation of virtual symbols, or
predetermined concepts. His personal memories and the visual traces of his time serve as his primary creative materials. The unfamiliar
objects and overlapping spatial relationships found in many of his works emerge from the transformation and reconstruction of everyday
environments from the late 1990s to the early 2000s. They come from the artist’s own reservoir of memories.

Figurative realism is not simply a demonstration of technical skill. It is a means of revisiting memory and constructing a Corridor of Time.

As suggested by his work It Takes More Courage to Embrace Happiness Than to Endure Pain, everyday existence is shaped by silent endurance,
prolonged monotony, restraint, and repetition. Yet the conscious act of looking closely and making distinctions also carries tenderness and
light. Amid the passing of everyday life, the work continually reaffirms a positive spiritual orientation, revealing a deeply human quality within
contemporary realism.

11l. Recombination and Confluence: The Corridor of Time

If the “in-between” is a defining feature of New Realism, then bringing together seemingly unrelated visual materials requires a highly personal
creative method. Meng Site actively dismantles the fixed boundaries of physical space and time, as well as the divisions between different
settings. In his works, disparate elements, visual references, and fragments of different historical periods—things that could never coexist in
reality—are brought together and organically recombined.

This method runs through almost his entire practice, shaping the narrative composition of his paintings and the spatial arrangement and
atmosphere of his installations.

His paintings also possess surreal qualities, but they differ fundamentally from Surrealism in modern art. Classical Surrealism draws primarily
on the subconscious, dreams, and irrational fantasy, often severing the connection between images and everyday experience. Meng Site, by
contrast, begins with reality, moves through imagination and reconstruction, and ultimately returns to psychological truth—a deeper form of
reality.

These three stages define his creative process. The selection of visual materials is grounded in lived experience. Imaginative reconstruction
becomes the primary means of bringing together multiple memories and expressing complex perceptions of time. Meanwhile, the
combination of objects, expressive faces, and figurative realism creates a shared space in which different realities overlap and coexist.

It Takes More Courage to Embrace Happiness Than to Endure Pain brings this idea of confluence to its fullest expression. The cave walls and
stalactite-like textures derive from exaggerated and unusual geological forms. Within this setting, multiple images coexist: Atlas from Greek
mythology, celestial bodies floating through space, aircraft from modern industrial civilization, and human figures from different historical
periods.

Classical artistic symbols, images of the cosmos, and human figures from modern history appear together in seemingly absurd arrangements.
Yet within the painting’s own visual order, they form a richly layered and interconnected whole.

The diptych Corridor of Time further refines this visual language. The left panel creates a quiet, distant atmosphere through angelic sculptures
and a crescent-shaped nebula. The right panel presents a contemporary everyday setting through architectural arcades, wall lamps, and an
elevator space. A white deer moves across the ground between them.

Two entirely different spaces and periods are joined by a band of stars stretching across the composition. Along the lower edge of the painting,
shifting sand, shells, and unusual vessels resemble specimens preserving fragments of time. Mythological imagery, classical sculpture, modern
architecture, and natural forms are thus brought together within a shared Corridor of Time.

Emotion is another facet of reality that Meng Site repeatedly explores. Different emotional figures appear together in his paintings, observing
and responding to one another. This is another important means through which he constructs his personal Corridor of Time.

These varied expressions of emotion reflect his sensitivity to the cultural and social fractures of contemporary Chinese society. Following rapid
economic growth, the introduction of new cultural influences has accelerated social change. Younger generations have increasingly distanced
themselves from history and tradition, making a return to local cultural roots more difficult.

As cultural fragments become increasingly individualized, fragmented, and dispersed, they are reassembled into a broader cultural landscape
marked by rupture and alienation. In a historical paradox, this fragmented culture has itself become an important source of ideas and visual
material for younger artists.

The strong desire to recover absolute reason, truth, and tradition thus conflicts with the lack of clear methods for achieving that recovery. This
tension and psychological imbalance become woven into the complex fabric of human emotion.

Meng Site recognizes this condition. Through his art, he draws these characteristic emotional expressions out of that fabric and places them
within his compositions, where they encounter, support, and encourage one another. In doing so, his work offers warmth and strength to
contemporary life and moves beyond the limits of linear time.

In conclusion, Meng Site actively expands the landscape of realism. By observing the new social realities of the “in-between,” he employs a
method of confluence to discover, collect, transform, and recombine personal memories. Through this process, he constructs Corridors of
Time that belong both to himself and to others who share the same historical moment. These spaces function like stages on which personal
experience and collective reality meet, reflecting and responding to the world we inhabit today.
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