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Pages from a Diary 
 

 

 
 
Pages from a Diary are excerpts from Chen Li’s private journal, thoughts that 
the artist wrote down to guide, understand and evolve his own practice. When 
asked to share some of his thoughts, Chen Li provided me with these pages. 
 
 

  
 

 
                                           

 
From my early years I studied the theories of 
Chinese ink paintings, calligraphy, poems, 
drawing, and colours. From now on, I am 
making sure that my own feeling and perception 
will help me to explore them. 
 
 
 
	  

The exploration of any art originates from 
concepts and ends in techniques. Looking at 
Western impressionism, it evolved from 
classically elegant and finished academic 
painting to capturing fleeting changes of light 
and colour. This is a change in both concepts and 
techniques. In my painting practice, my 
compositional concepts break traditional rules. 
My direction of exploration is very clear 
although the image to be created is still not 
entirely in focus…. Like all artists, I have my 
personal standing point and cultural 
background. I will examine the field in which I 
exist and explore and find new possibilities. 
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A painter who is sandwiched between rules and 
no-rules should understand the natural rules. 
But when you paint, you have to ignore all 
these human-made and natural rules to create 
living artistic images, whether figurative or 
abstracted. 
 
When I paint, I never think of formal styles or 
schools of painting. I do not think of art, and 
this gives me unlimited possibilities. I am 
inspired by the ancient ideas and spirits of 
traditional Chinese culture and paintings. I also 
observe the natural landscapes of mountains 
and waters. The forms of my paintings are the 
living environments. The characteristic forms 
of the mountains and landscapes of Yunnan 
drive me to paint. The Chinese cultural spirits 
and Buddhist philosophy are the major factors 
that enable me to compose my paintings. 
 
	  

What a painter needs is not a lifetime of 
studying old ancient heritage, but an incisive 
breakthrough. Create your own vision, 
language, and finale. 
 
Overemphasizing oriental concepts and 
contexts and purposely making them different 
from Western culture is the same as making 
commercial cultural trademarks. It is an un-
natural, passive and unhealthy state where 
the natural direction of culture is lost. I will 
not allow myself to sink into over-
rationalisation but will strive to reflect 
everything from my artistic practice, to 
examine my art from my own experience. I 
want to reinforce my artistic language to 
connect my works with our time and nature. 
 

Everything is changing, moving and floating around. 
 
I have grand passions but I have to be calmed into silence. I long for the grand 
expanse of vast landscapes, but I exist in the narrowness of my physical body. 
 
	  


