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A. Purpose of the Lecture 

 
I started to dance when I was 6 years old. My mother also sent me to school where I learned how 

to paint for the first time with the western oil paint at the age of eight. During my over 30 years of 

adult life being here in the United States, I have always been engaged in some kind of art whether 

working full time or more than full time most of the years. I have never totally given up doing art- 

may it be writing poetry, improvising music, singing, dancing, or doing theater.  Now I have 

started to paint again after having stopped for more than 20 some years, designed furniture, 

practiced Chinese Qi-Gong, and, in the recent years, also studied Chinese medicine. Besides all of 

the above, I even have been selling art, mainly antique Chinese art, as my single longest lasting 

career, for the past 25 years. 

 

In all the years passed by, there were complaints, sadness, stress, disappointment, and even anger 

and regret at times, along with other more positive emotions such as enjoyment, happiness, 

satisfaction, engagement, appreciation, strength, self-assurance, and fulfillment as well. I 

continued to come back to art, whether at times of joy or at times of desperation. For this, I’m 
here tonight with you to celebrate life by sharing what I know and what has been important to me 

in riding this journey. So, the lecture tonight is about a personal pursuit of art and beauty. 
 

 

B. Theme of the Lecture 

 -In Search of Art and Beauty in the Twenty-First Century 

       Image 1   Poem and water color by April Shen 



 

1. My Association with Chinese Art 

-From both the historical and the personal point of view 

 
In ancient China, art was created after people were fed and clothed, after simple desire for the 

basic needs had been met. It then had grown to include the desire and the need for beautiful 

things to use and to look at. Throughout the history of the art development in China, human life 

and the changes of human life played an undeniable importance in its relationship with art and the 

desire for art
1
.  

 
 

There are also important sects of philosophy, such as Buddhism, Confucianism, and Daoism that 

have affected the life and the artistic work of many Chinese literati and artisans, including poets, 

writers, calligraphers, painters, carpenters, potters, and others in different professions and fields. 

These philosophic theories and practices have shed light and influenced the aesthetic view and the 

life of many Chinese and others. 

 

There were many art concepts and theories employed by the artists and craftsmen of the ancient 

China. Presented here are concepts and guidelines that I have personally chronicled that are 

important and useful to me: 

 

a. The concept of space, heaven and earth, the universe 

 

b. The concept of experience in art; in other words, the depth 

of art (In a different interpretation, this could also mean the 

concept of time in relation to human experience created by 

history) 

 

c. The concept that art relates to people and can speak to 

people; in other words, art must reside in or contain human 

spirit or human spiritual pursuit 

 

d. The concept of art that is both accessible (to understand) 

and with an unmistakable standard or recognizable quality of 

                                                 
1 尚剛, 天工开物, Pg.1-2 & Pg.15, 三聯書店,  2007. Print. 
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beauty. “Accessible to understand” here I interpret it as “To human’s heart”. 
 

2. New Definition of Art and Beauty in the Twenty-First Century 

 

In the twenty-first century, while we embrace 

the convenience and the prolific aspect of all 

kinds of art, some may have also experienced 

conflicts, paradox, and even changes in the 

way of creating art, dealing with art, or even 

in viewing art sometimes, because of the 

invention of the digital tools, Internet, and the 

changes in the patterns of communication. 

Also, in a commercial environment, there is 

often a different purpose or consideration in 

creating art. It’s more about being efficient, 
and coming up with a solution quickly, rather 

than being in the process, riding with the 

effect of this process which sometimes can be 

important for the other purposes such as 

improving human condition, prejudice, and for 

the effect of a real long lasting peace. 

 

So, what is the solution for many of us who work or deal with the industry of art, commercial art, 

or other modules in art? While there are probably already many solutions, I would like to offer 

some views here: 

 

1. Increasing the appreciation in art 

2. Being respectful to the human environment as a whole 

 

Of the two, I believe the latter is the more important one. If this responsibility is ignored, at the 

end, we don’t really win. We become the surface of light, when dark shadows and instability 
continue to thrive and service their purposes.  

 

 

3. Paradox and Solution in the Pursuit of Art and Beauty 
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While we view all the sophistication in the human evolution and civilization with all the industry 

invention and improvement, we can’t help to think what do these invention and improvement 
have to do with beauty while offering skills, techniques, ways of doing things, convenience, 

modules, and almost everything we can think of? The answer can be quite intriguing and 

controversial. In the end, it is the human mind and emotion that is behind all the creation by 

mankind, whether it's a machine, art, or anything beautiful. In other words, human is the essence 

of this creation. 

 

We know beauty comes in many faces. Beauty is unexpected. Beauty is surprising. Beauty can be 

both intricate and vague. It can be dark and light. Then, what is beauty? Beauty is something we 

have a niche for, something we personally feel for. I would be very disrespectful and rude if I 

start to tell you that I know beauty is a particular shape, color, and form. So, we all wonder what 

beauty might be now. 

 

Image 7   Digital artwork by April Shen 
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I believe beauty is in the eyes of the person who sees it. And when we look at the abundance of 

art available at modern time, whether hand-made art, electronic art, or other arts, to me, the big 

difference is not in the forms or the styles of what they are. The difference lies in the heart of the 

person who makes it. At last, it is an aesthetic view towards something one feels a connection to. 

 

 

4. Human Inclination towards Beautiful Things 

 
Human inclination towards beautiful things is evident. If we examine the purpose of the daily 

wares and art wares made in ancient China or any 

other culture and country, if we think of our 

choices, likes, and dislikes in everyday life and 

moment, we all know this is a common human 

inclination, no matter in what form, definition, or 

category. So, this also brings up a question for me 

and perhaps for some others-why do we like 

beauty? What is our connection to it? What makes 

us feel good or comfortable, or even makes it easier 

for us in our pursuit or on the path of looking for 

beautiful things? 
 

 

5. Eternal Value and Its Relationship to Art and Beauty 

 

 
 

There are some things we commonly know that there is no way to name the value, such as 

family love. Special personal effort towards beautiful things can also be included in this 

category, such as personal love towards a particular person or an object. For anyone who 

collects certain object, this could also fall into the same category. It is about an attitude, a 

manner towards life, some love, and some personal effort towards eternity-a special quality 

that is inherent to the human race. For example, when we love someone, we worry about this 
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and worry about that even though we question ourselves: “What can we really lose?” As we 
know that love has magical power. In some way, maybe it's not about loving someone. Maybe 

it's about the eternity. Today I’m here speaking about eternity, not because I understand this 
better than anyone else, but because I began to have a slight understanding towards beautiful 

things. It’s about an attitude towards something beautiful and how much we understand 

beautiful things. And if this “beautiful things” threatens us, then, maybe it’s about us, not 
about what we love or what our personal pursuit or our relationship with the beautiful things. 

Regardless of all the surface things, we might understand that, underneath, a basic thing or 

power, an urge towards something beautiful and long lasting, perhaps is what drives us many. 

This long lasting thing may be called “eternity”. In Chinese Buddhism, an “eternity” can also 
be interpreted as being truthful to life. 

 

 

6. The Energy View 

 

 

I view paradox and solution as an abundance of rising energy and events of the creative 

process. Some of this energy may be caused by human effort or force. Others may be caused 

by random energy that already exists in the universe. By random energy, I can provide some 

examples, such as when a fruit falls off the tree. While it might be caused by the sweeping 

wind, the weight of falling, the speed of the falling in the space we can feel or what our 

sensory mind can understand, or what we can see, that is what I call Random Energy. It has 

more to do with the nature. Other type of random energy also includes energy that already 

exists in the universe, whether we consciously know or pay attention to, whether it has or not a 

clear form or pattern we recognize. The latter type is evident in the theory of traditional 

Chinese medicine and is possibly partially used or also used by some other different forms of 

natural healing art in the world. I will later elaborate a little more of the above concept as it 

relates to the pursuit of art and beauty. 

 

The one (energy) caused by human effort often turns into cultural event or group event, such as 

civilization, war, or evolution of mankind. The modern computerization we can consider to be 

this type. 

 

When I say paradox and solution are result of alternating and continuing energy, you might 

refer it to and compare it to that (the energy) of the ocean, like the tide that is up and down, 

comes and goes, like other energy in the planet, in the universe, large or small energy, here and 

there, rising and falling at its own timing and rhythm, sometimes rushed by other energy; other 

ones, subsided by others. 
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If we take the above and examine the life of the ancient and all human history, dynasties, 

including Romans and other different culture and races, including science and other industrial 

revolutions, we knew new things came out and a wave was created. In another 10 or 20 years, 

or in even faster time with the technology invented nowadays, more new things will arise. And 

then, new ones come out again, some co-exist with others, and others over-ride. So, if we look 

at these new things, new events, as the new rising energy, then, we know, all things created by 

human kind are alternating energy of some sort. 

 

So, the question is, should the energy created by human co-ride with other energy in the 

universe? Can it? I leave these questions to the scientists. I also leave them to the cultural 

educators, peace seekers, religion workers, and many others in their professional fields. Today 

I’m here to talk about art in particular and how art affects our life, especially today when 
choices are abundant. 

 

The human action in going to fix something is often called resolution. There are many types of 

resolution. Resolution can of course, in some cases, a longer-term of beneficiary act towards a 

goal with certain idealistic pursuit of a semi-eternal value. Of this particular definition, I see art 

falls easily into this category. 

 

To me, beauty is also one easiest to identify to have the similar sense or carry the similar value 

of the eternity. Therefore, I see both beauty and art fall most easily into the same category of 

eternity. 

 

I want to stop here and read you a poem I wrote quite a while ago. It was created with a desire 

to pursue something beautiful. It is also a poem exploring human relationship with the nature, 

being alone, fear, love, and joy. 

 

 

 

 

 Woods 

 

- Written by April Shen on 03/30/2002 
    
She sleeps in the woods 
Swept by wind 
Like candles 
Blown out at night. 
She turns to the dark, 
Slow water, temperature 
Of her blood stream, 
Rises like an array of rainbow. 
 
She knows no depth of life. 
Snails falling off 
The back of the sunlight, 
Mushrooms sprouting 
On a wet ground. 



A farmer of her land, 
She awaits no answer for life 
And allows the silence of a winter day. 
She works little 
And makes no money. 
Days longer than nights, 
Blue Jay bluer than sky. 
She listens, 
A heart follows its own beats, 
Wilder than wilderness, 
Deeper than dreams awake. 
 
She puts no judgment 
On values of life 
And only learns to love 
And to give. 
A butterfly perched on the grass, 
Footsteps lighter than smoke, 
She dances 
What her body knows. 
 
 

 

7. Chinese Aesthetic in the Twenty-First Century 
 

 

a. Beauty in Its Experience 意象之美 (生活的意象, 感情: 人類的感情生活) 

b. Art that Relates to Human Life in the Twenty-First Century  
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8. Other Practical Methods When Applying to Collecting Art and 

Antiques 
  

 
While we are at the subject of art and beauty, I also want to bring up some practical views in 

collecting Chinese art for some of our clients who came tonight who are interested in gaining 

more suggestions in collecting Chinese art or art in general as collectors. 

 

Because I had already in the other past lecture specifically addressed this issue and hopefully 

this other lecture will sometime soon be presented in both written article and video on Shen’s 
Gallery’s website, I will only tonight take a short time and introduce a couple concepts that can 
help in collecting art. 

 

While many people have what they like in art and what works for each individual, I want to 

introduce some concepts in Chinese culture, some ancient Chinese wisdom and philosophy 

when it comes to collecting Chinese art: 

 

 Ren-Ding Sheng-Tien (人定勝天): Do and follow what is offered and available. Then, 

 you will have the upper hand in gaining.  

 

 Huei-Xiao_Ji-Da (匯小集大): Find small resources and collect them into the big 

 collection. 

 

 

9. Internal Discipline Relates to the Pursuit of Art and Beauty 

 

The creative aspect of the everyday cultural life requires us to live in a more present sense, 

which takes more personal concentration in everything we do. This commands more effort or 

even pain. It’s about our life and the whole universe as a collective unit. Therefore, initially, 

this pain and effort cannot be avoided if we care about our environment and our everyday 

living. Below are two words that I personally have used in the recent years in helping me to 

build and establish some kind of personal practice and internal discipline that I personally need 

in order to live in a more harmonious life among my busy working schedule. 
 

 Ping-Chung-Xin (平常心) 

Equanimity (內心的平靜） 

 

 

10.   More Examples Used to Demonstrate the Above Concept 
 

 

C. The end 

 

1. Challenges 

 

2. Personal Comment on the Differences in Fine Art, Commercial Art, and Art in 

    General 



All the forms, colors, styles, etc., all of these are in the end not the most important things. What 

matters is the essence underneath all of these and what the message the art is trying to reveal. 

 

The history offers us learning modules at times of personal confusion and when concepts and 

thoughts are in paradox. As an individual, we can also work on our living space and environment, 

and finally what promotes us in order to live with the world in a more peaceful, harmonious, and 

personal rewarding way. 

 

If we come back and look at the ancient Chinese art in certain aspect, whether it’s the utilitarian 
wares or the scholar’s objects, there is no difference in the meaning it represents. It eventually all 

leads to the pursuit of the beauty and the concern for the human race, which we yet have a lot to 

learn. 
 

 

 

Note: I dedicate this lecture and writing to my mother who grew up in the Occupied Taiwan and was not 

allowed to receive Chinese education. Instead, she had received Japanese education until she finished 

junior high school, her highest education. My mother was a very artistic person. She drew and sewed very 

well, and was a very good cook. But during her time, women were not generally encouraged to have higher 

education or to engage in artistic activities like the artists do today. She went back to school in her sixties to 

complete her elementary school education in Chinese. This writing and lecture were completed in 2009 

during the time when she was in the hospital and when she passed away. This article has been re-edited 

before being published at Shen's Gallery website in July, 2016. 
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