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AT THE AGE OF 15, towards the end of the Cultural Revolution

in China, Li Chevalier was recruited by the elite Chinese Army
Operatic Orchestra on account of her precocious musical gifts and
her beautiful voice. Life had been tough and unpredictable until
then and the orchestra represented both a sanctuary and a platform
for personal growth that led to her meeting and then marrying

a French diplomat a few years later. However, even in the more
relaxed political environment of the 1980s, marrying a foreigner
was a hazardous decision and the couple left China for Paris in 1984.

Li, once in Europe, who had always grappled with the moral and
ethical uncertainties embodied in any political system, led her to
study at the prestigious Institut d’Etudes Politiques (Sciences Po)
and subsequently Western philosophy at the Sorbonne, where her
attempts to evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of both Western
and Chinese world views were finally tested.

She used her subsequent travels in Italy also to seek answers in
art history to her profound scepticism about any perfect ethical
resolution to the demands of the complex societies of today. And
her experiencing living in a monastery for some time with the
Dominican Order confirmed her growing conviction that it was not
just the Red Guards in China who wished to suppress the freedom
of the individual, but that such oppression also existed in the heart
of spiritual life in the West.

It was this cluster of contradicting experiences in East and West
that led her to accept the central tenet of her national heritage,
namely the Chinese belief in the poetic ambiguity in life: that faced
with the mystery of existence there are no final solutions, that each
solution is only a precursor to a new set of questions.



Her philosophical and art historical researches in France and
Italy, and later at Central Saint Martins in London, served only to
deepen this metaphysical tension which was shortly to become
evident in her paintings. Unlike some of her contemporaries
who, for all their intelligence, are insufficiently impressed by
the mysteries of life, she has become only too aware of Rilke’s
desperate cry against “the immense loneliness that inhabits man”.

It is claimed by many critics that as an ink artist Liis a
persuasive interlocutor between China’s vast past and her dynamic
present. Like many of the best living ink artists she has a firm
belief that she is free to consult and use Chinese cultural tradition
without irony. Indeed, she is committed to study the old masters
precisely in order to create the new pictorial language that she
believes has to emerge in order to be meaningful to society today.

It is important to realise that art for the Chinese is part and
parcel of their concept of morality, of how to live one’s life and
how to order society. For the ink artists of the past, the gentleman
scholars, the purpose of art was the cultivation of an inner life.
Today’s ink artists are the contemporary exponents of this literati
ethos and therefore also deeply aware of the classical canon and its
aesthetic and moral imperatives.

Li’s paintings and installations incorporate the themes inherent
to the hierarchies of her traditional culture by choosing ink as
her prime mode of expression. Ink’s elusive fluidity, with its
refutation of permanence, suits her purpose with its emphasis
on poetic ambiguity (please see Quantum Dream, p. 26). But Li has
chosen, uniquely, to work on canvas and not on paper. This radical
departure from traditional practice makes the task of retaining
ink’s particular characteristics very challenging but it is Li’s
purpose to do precisely this, while at the same time generating
a gravity, a textural density to the image to express the tension
between the evocative association of ink and the concreteness
of canvas.

Despite her long study of Western art, she refuses to abandon
the intuitive lyricism of ink which embodies much of the
fundamentals of Chinese thought with its emphasis on the ‘virtue
of doubt’. At the same time, while sceptical of Western rationalism,

26789

she wants to include a tougher and more ‘realistic’ component
into her images by using not only ink but sand and collage and
pigments onto canvas (please see Anti-history, p. 25).

In her art’s originality and its aesthetic literacy, her work cannot
be 'faked.’ It is totally original, rooted in this rich soil of East and
West, rationalism and doubt, reverie and realism.

For me, it is hard to think of a living artist whose erudition is
more exactly placed at the disposal of feeling. Her solitary bench,
like her landscapes and oceans, mountains, stones, ghosts or
figures, accumulate reserves of feeling, reflections and the life of
the mind. Each brooding image hints at a darkness which alludes to
Li’s existential anguish. Shafts of light, however, bring occasional
flashes of solace, illustrating the constant tension between hope
and despair; between the West’s quest for certainty and China’s
calm acceptance of the world’s endless imperfections. It is through
these pictorial oscillations that Li creates the spell in which the
secrets of human nature mysteriously make themselves known.

As one of the few Chinese artists who has completely immersed
herself in Western culture as well as in Eastern, she has been
given major institutional exhibitions both in China and the
West. An important show in 2010 at the National Art Museum of
China in Beijing was followed by a retrospective at the China Art
Museum in Shanghai. Since then, amongst numerous exhibitions
in European provincial museums, she exhibited at the Museum
of Contemporary Art in Rome (MACRO) in 2017 and created a
multimedia installation in Santa Maria della Scala in Siena in 2018.
In brief, she has been widely recognised by institutions in both
China and the West, with important collections in both worlds.
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History, 2019

Ink and mixed media on canvas
104.5 X 104.5 cm (41% X 41% in) 8
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Rescapés Ephémeres, 2015
Ink and mixed media on canvas
154 X 154 cm (60% X 60% in)
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Prehistory, 2019

Ink and mixed media on canvas
100 % 100 cm (39% X 39% in)
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Home Animal, 2019 Philosophe du Bonheur, 2016

Ink and mixed media on canvas Ink and mixed media on canvas
154.5 X 74.5 cm (61 X 29% in) 90 X 40 cm (35% X 16 in)
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Interstellar, 2016

Ink and mixed media on canvas
104.5 X 104.5 cm (41% X 41% in)

I hear the water dreaming
To Takemitzu, 2019

Ink and mixed media on canvas
150 x 70 cm (59 X 27% in)
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Mirage, 2019

Ink and mixed media on canvas
74.5 X 154 cm (29% X 60% in)
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Flame Noir II, 2016

Ink and mixed media on canvas
154 X 154 cm (60% X 60% in)
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On The Ridge, 2018

Ink and mixed media on canvas
104.5 X 104.5 cm (41% X 41% in)

Porte de la Paix Céleste II, 2019

Ink and mixed media on canvas
150 x 70 cm (59 X 27% in) 23




Anti-history, 2019

Ink and mixed media on canvas
104.5 X 104.5 cm (41% % 41% in)
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Quantum Dream, 2019

Ink and mixed media on canvas Indicible, 2019
150 % 150 cm (59 % 59 in) Ink and mixed media on canvas
26 90 x 40 cm (35% X 16 in)




Andante, 2018

Ink and mixed media on canvas
104.5 X 104.5 cm (41% X 41% in)
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Porte de la Paix Céleste I, 2019

Ink and mixed media on canvas
150 x 150 cm (59 X 59 in)
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LI CHEVALIER

Born: Beijing, China

Education

1987  LInstitut d’Etudes Politiques de Paris, France

1991  Sorbonne University, MA Philosophy, Paris, France

2007  Central St Martins College of Art and Design London Fine Arts (Dali Studio 2003)

Selected Solo Exhibitions

2019  Obscure clarté, Santa Maria della Scala, Siena, Italy

2017  Trajectory of Desire, Museo d’Arte Contemporanea Roma (M ACRO), Rome, Italy
2016  Art pour la paix, UNEScoO, Paris, France

2013  Visual Symphony, National Opera of China, Beijing, China

2012 The Stele of Light, National Library of China, Beijing, China

2011  Li Chevalier Retrospective, The Museum of Fine Arts, Shanghai, China

2011  Contemplating the Orient, Today Art Museum, Beijing, China

2010  The Poetic Orient, National Museum of Fine Arts, China

Selected Group Exhibitions

2017  IfIdisappear, 1FA Gallery, Brussels, Belgium

2015  Summer Exhibition, Royal Academy of Art, London, United Kingdom

2015  New Face of the East, Art Museum of the University of Saint Petersburg,
Saint Petersburg, Russia

2013  New Oriental Spirit, Peking University, Beijing, China

2012  Ink Structured, Museum of Modern Art, Beijing, touring to Museum Fine Art Dolande,
Shanghai, China

2009  The Expression on Paper, University of Missouri, Columbia, United States

2007  Summer Exhibition, Royal Academy of Art, London, United Kingdom

Collections

National Art Museum of China, Beijing

The Art Museum of the State Opera of China, Beijing
French Embassy of China, Beijing

The Santa Maria della Scala Museum Complex, Siena, Italy
Hauntie Times Art Space, Beijing, China

Bernard Magrez Cultural Institute, Bordeaux, France
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