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[ Contemplating the Orient ]

through an inspired gaze of LI CHEVALIER . . .

Frédéric MITTERRAND

FRENCH MINISTER OF CULTURE AND COMMUNICATION
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Before executing a painting it is necessary to study thousands of books
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POETRY, CHAN AND SHI LAN (LI CHEVALIER)'S PAINTING

ART CURATOR PENG FENG PhD.
RESEARCH CENTER FOR AESTHETICS AND AESTHETIC EDUCATION BEIJING UNIVERSITY

China is a land of poetry. This is not only because the Chinese have produced copious volumes of poetry collections, but also
because the Chinese language itself is fundamentally poetic. In structural semiotics, a sign is defined as being made up of the
matched couple of the signifier and the signified. The signifier is the sign, represented by what we can identify with our senses
(words, sound-image). The signified is the concept, or the meaning indicated by the signifier. Under general circumstances,
the relationship between the signifier and the signified is arbitrary. Apart from representing the signified, the signifier does not
have any sense on its own.However, the situation is different with respect to art. The value of a poem cannot be appreciated
only from the meaning expressed by the verse, but also from its rhyme and rhycthm. Similarly, the quality of a painting
cannot be evaluated only by the idea behind the painting, but also by its color and shape composition.If one word in a
poem is replaced by a synonym for that word, the meaning of the poem may not change, but the quality of the poem will
be affected. Likewise, if the color in a painting is replaced with a different one, for example, by a complementary color, the
visual impact of the painting will also be affected. Thus, in art, the relationship between signifier and signified is not arbitrary.
The associations between sign and meaning are interdependent. Following suit with poetry, the relationship between the
signifier and the signified in the Chinese language is also not arbitrary. We can overcome the gap between the two by using
imagination and intuition. The natural association between the signifier and the signified likens the Chinese language to art in
the three following ways:(1) In the Chinese language, the signified is not static. Chinese characters offer infinite possibilities
of interpretation, which results in natural, open and poetic evolution. Over time, the Chinese language has garnered even
greater complexity and richness through the incorporation of various metaphorical roots. As put by Nelson Goodman,
each word in Chinese is full of "semantic density," or a textured meaning that makes it intrinsically poetic. (2)The signifier
in Chinese is not a meaningless sign because Chinese characters are often representative of ideas linked to their meaning.
According to Clive Bell, characters are a "significant form,” which explains why Chinese calligraphy can be considered arr.
(3) The correlation between the signified and the signifier gives speakers of the Chinese language a predisposition to be
imaginartive and intuitive, two essential components of poetry. As phrased by Martin Heidegger, Chinese "poetically dwells on
this earch."Despite the numerous definitions of poetry, in my eyes, one of its most defining characteristics is how central a role
intuition plays in its appreciation. Poetry acts as a bridge between nature and culture. It is the subtle link between signifier and
signified, between culture and nature, between mind and world, berween spirit and martter, between the finite and infinite.
Because Chinese culture so intensely values union rather than separation, it provides a broad middle ground for poetry to

flourish. From a philosophical perspective, Chinese culture is also closer to poetry than to religion and science.

Buddhism originated in India. After its introduction to China, Buddhism evolved into Chan, which is known as Zen in
Japanese. The essence of the Chan spirit is more philosophical and poetic than religious. Over time, Chan has become the
spiritual realm of Chinese literati; an art of living embraced by the aesthetically inclined Chinese.What is Chan? From the
Chan perspective, this is a question that should not be raised because it cannot be answered. Zen conveys the idea of instant
existence; an instant existence of the real. Both the question and answer of instant existence are the excise of the reproduction
of instant truth. According to Chan practices, we should sweep aside all obstacles, seize the idea that one can grasp truth only
in the concept of now and here. It is useless to search into the past, project into the future, or anywhere else. As we enter
the present, it will instantly open an unlimited horizon; a landscape of eternal and infinite silence. This world of silence and
emptiness is called the realm of Chan. The highest philosophical realm of Chan involves achieving perfection in the present
and enjoying happiness and bliss of life here and now.

The Eastern culture represented by the poetic Chan spirit is not what Edward Said perceived through the eyes of colonists.
Chinese has a long and clear history with Chan and with poetry. Of course, this knowledge does not exclude other points of
view, as multiple viewpoints could bring more clarity to the understanding of eastern culture. Almost a century ago, aestheric
theorist Zongzebai said: "I think that the transplantation of American culture to China is not a key factor for China's future
success. China has its own outstanding, remarkable, and forever lasting ancient cultural heritage. For example, Chinese wall
paintings present a unique, distinct voice in the world which is difficult to underestimare, even in a comparison with Western
art."He continues, “Upon traveling to Europe, | discovered that many Chinese people become more "stubborn™ after a trip
abroad. Personally, I was enveloped in the torrent of the cultural confrontation between the East and the West. But my feer
remain ensnared in the rip-tide; I deeply admire Western art and its academic heritage, but I dare not look at the Chinese

culture with a defiant eye.”One century later, Shilan shares the same insight:

Shilan received a musical education in China starting at a young age. She went on to study philosophy in Paris and earned her






master’s degree in philosophy from the prestigious Sorbonne University. Following this, she went on to study fine art at the
Central Saint Martin's College of Art and Design in England. She lives and works at the crossroads of China and France. The
most striking impressions I got from her works were the poetic quality and the Chan influences on her creations; very oriental
indeed. The oriental characteristics of her work are even more distinguishable than most Chinese artists who have lived and
studied primarily in China. How has she successfully achieved the oriental quality that so many Chinese artists aspire to? In
my opinion, her long experience overseas has provided her with the distance necessary to discern a clear vision of Chinese art
and its value. The birth of her own artistic language has also been greatly enriched by the broad analytical and technical skills
that she gained from her experiences in the west. She transforms her vision and her techniques into artistic expression in a very
direct, sincere, and clear way. Her hybrid expertise in philosophy and in art, as well as her multiple experiences drawn from
the east and the west offer her great versatility. She propels the essence of the Chinese spirit in a very fluid and intuitive way
onto her canvas. As a result of this directness and her instinctive expression, the interpretation of her works can even be done

by those who do not have a strong Chinese educational background.

Stemming from her poetic spirit, the artistic language of Shilan does not engage absolute abstraction nor absolute realistic
depiction. Her language vacillates on the fringes of the real and the abstract, creating a tension between the two which reflects
both her penchant for poetry and her Chan influences. The pursuit of her poetic spirit, as well as the freedom and virtuosity

she exhibits in handling both abstract and realistic language unveil the unmistakable influence of Chinese culture in her art.

Shilan has created an original artistic language through her personal understanding of poetry. As poetry is strongly associated
with time, most Chinese artists adoprt ink calligraphy as their medium of choice. Such works conrtain the distinct lyrical
character of expressionism. Shilan is a passionate music lover who fully understands the lyrical language of poetry, but who
knows how to balance her ralents in each domain. Her philosophical background has clearly helped her to understand that
music has stronger lyrical nature than painting. Shilan's art privileges an inventive depiction of space rather than time. Her
expression is more philosophical rather than lyrical We can call the poetic expression of her philosophy, 'poetic stat.” One
may easily associate Shilan's work with the 'Chan spirit’ of poet Wang Wei, (701-761). Unlike lyrical poetry, Wang Wei's
verses carry a strong Chan connotation. His works are both about poetry and painting. The song by poet SuShi (1037-1101)
has praised Wang Wei's poetry in saying: "Reading Weiji 's poetry I see painting, reading Weiji's painting, I see poetry.”

‘Empty the hills, no man in sight, Yet voices echo here;  Deep in the woods slanting sunlight, Falls on the jade-green moss.
This is Wang Wei's poetry. This also Shilan's painting.

We are roused by Shilan's paintings in the same way that we are roused by WangWei 's verses. The realm of "poetic Chan
stat” has not vanished forever. In fact, this poetic Chan realm seems to gain more appeal in the speedy modern world where

spirituality is under a mortal attack by the inflation of material desire.

Sept. 2010 weixiu garden Beijing University



