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Editors' Introduction: Art and Politics in 
China and Taiwan 

Elizabeth Childs-Johnson and Lai Ying-Ying 

~fai 'IUJJ;; : 8~i1Lj W~,8 1£ ep II W~~ 

511Jt*1] , *jH9U9! 

The contemporary art scene in China and in Taiwan, as with 

their economies or political systems, has leaped forward, literally 

in gargantuan steps, in unveiling multi-faceted large-scale art 

works consumed by emotion and political commentary. This special 

issue of Modern China Studies (plus a subsequent second volume) 

on "Art and Politics in Today's China and Taiwan" has been a 

pleasure to organize and edit. Articles range in subject from soldier 

art to secular Tibetan art, politically critical art, installation art, 

subway art, and painting poetry. In format, the articles range 

from analyses of individual artists, autobiographical analyses, 

comparisons of Taiwanese and Chinese artists, to interviews about 

collaborative installation art. All articles deal with the issue of 

politics in art or art as politics. 

Seemingly the least political yet highly critical in content is 

the work of the artistically radical Tibetan thangka painter, Ang 

Tsherpin Sherpa. Sherpa's works are brilliant and inventive social 

commentaries on "Western" materialism that seem so contrary and 

unaligned with Buddhist philosophy focused on mastery of 

non-duality and non-attachment. Sherpa's paintings are about 
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most impressive urban rapid mass transit systems in the world. The 

soap opera wonderland, fantastic characters filling continuous 

illusionistic spaces up and down staircases and along walls of the 

underground subway stations are a profound experience that marks 

Taipei and Taiwan as new symbols of global power and art. 

As may be observed, throughout human history, art and 

politics have been an odd couple. Politics may define or confine 

what artists can do, yet art may shape politics and may even topple 

governments. In both China and Taiwan, artists spearhead social 

and political changes. Interestingly, while artists may participate in 

politics, rarely do scholars of pol itical science study or comment on 

the role of art or artists in politics. We welcome more 

interdisciplinary studies on the relationship between art and politics, 

especially by our colleagues in political science. 
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Tibetan Buddhist Art in a Globalized 
World of Illusion: The Contemporary Art 

of Ang Tsherin Sherpa 
Katharine P. Burnett 

University of California, Davis 

Abstract: Until the last decade or so, Tibetan art was made almost 

exclusively for religious purposes in the form of thangkas or 

murals for Buddhist temples. Recently, however, a new movement 

has developed that transforms the art of Tibet to involve 

contemporary expressions and broader concerns. This article 

studies the paintings of one Tibetan artist, Ang Tsherin Sherpa, to 

show how he handles new secularized subject matter within a 

Buddhist context. In addition, it explains how his art joins debates 

of others produced not only in China and the Chinese diaspora but 

also across Asia generally. 

Keywords: Ang Tsherin Sherpa, An Cairen, Tibetan art, Chinese 

diaspora, Asian diaspora, Buddhist art, contemporary art, 

contemporary, painting, Buddhist painting, Tibetan painting 

Acknowledgment: The author wishes to thank Peggy Baggaley, 

Monica Butler, Bob Moustakas, and especially Ang Tsherin Sherpa 

for his generosity in sharing his art, time, and ideas with her. 

Tibetan Buddhist Art in a Globalized World of Illusion 5 4 



[ ~ 1-t ep ~ ~ff ~ 1 Modem China Studies Vol. 18, No.2, 2011 

iffiit tiHi1tj if: R~ ~ 1C~Ji;' ~ t!!~ . 
3(7J1-aJg~ft~ 

~ffi]@jff! 

1JO Y'I'!7\ ~ IH;tE ~JT tQ ~ 

mi~ : H¥U+4iW ' j§~~(J1tr~SJ27t~~~{~~~~~{tm!f--Fm: 

~~~*~~~~~£o~@~~~~~~~8~~~~j§M 

~'~~~~~U~~~~IDrt~~~~~~~~Ao*~m~ 

{ll@Mt¥(J1tr* ' ~::t{=(Ang Tsherin Sherpa) , ~1~6li{~B'J§fF~:$(DfoJ 

1£{~~B'Ji8~pqJ~M!ttf:{~~;fItB'J l!t)7~ ' *:Xjjl~M7~::tA~0 

flftr:$(DfoJ~A~{~ep~~(J1tr*&~5fH~5Bj)7~~A~Vitr*{t£B'JM~6li 0 

~Uln5J : :tt::t1= '~~~V!tT '~5'~¥A '5w5'~~~ '1~~~fijtj , ~.{-t~(ijtj , 

g{-t ' ;~m ' 1~~~m ' iMZ~;tg 

[~1-tep~liff~ l Modem China Studies Vol. 18, No.2, 2011 

Across China's territories and throughout the Chinese diaspora, 

artists are transforming traditional modes to create contemporary 

expressions in art. Although conscious attempts to update painting 

traditions and modernize Chinese art have been significant aspects 

of art history since the beginning of the twentieth century within 

China proper, such efforts are new to Tibet. One artist participating 

in this movement is Ang Tsherin Sherpa (born 1968), an 

internationally recognized Tibetan painter now residing in the 

United States. (Fig. I) With a foundation in traditional Tibetan 

thangka painting, his new approach yields fresh insights into the 

shifting values of Tibetan society. The consequence of the efforts 

by artists like Sherpa is no less than the transformation of Tibetan 

art. I 

Figure 1. Ang Tsherin Sherpa in his Oakland California studio, photograph by the 

author, 20 J0 

I.	 Ang Tsherin Sherpa was one of nine contemporary Tibetan artists featured in the 

special exhibition, Tradition Transformed: Tibetan Artists Respond, held at the 

Rubin Museum of Art, New York, June II-October 18, 2010. The exhibition 

demonstrated how artists such as these were transforming Tibetan art from 

traditional religious art to contemporary art. 

6 Tibetan Buddhist Art in a Globalized World of Illusion	 Tibetan Buddhist Art in a Globalized World of Illusion 7 
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To be sure, traditional Tibetan art focuses on the representation 

and veneration of Buddhist deities. In contrast, Sherpa's contemporary 

art extends past the purely religious to probe social and cultural issues 

in modem life. This is not to say, however, that Sherpa's contemporary 

art is any less religious than his thangkas.~ Though shifting the focus of 

his expression, Sherpa never loses sight of the Buddhist values that 

sustain him. In fact. he believes that the further away from conventional 

thangka painting he gets, the more devout he becomes.3 As a result, his 

art manifests Buddhist ideals but in a way that is less venerative and 

more engaged with the secular issues of today. 

The goals of this article, then, are twofold. The first is to explicate 

issues involved in the painting of Ang Tsherin Sherpa through a 

selection of his art works. The second is to show how Sherpa 

participates in CUlTent debates among contemporary artists from 

Chinese territories and diaspora, and across the Asian diaspora more 

generally. 

Artist's biography and art 

Ang Tsherin Sherpa's family has a tradition of migration and 

artistic practice. Sherpa was born in Nepal to parents of Tibetan 

heritage and a family of thangka painters. While studying Buddhist 

philosophy at a nearby monastery, he received intense training in 

traditional Tibetan religious art from his father, Urgen Dorje, a 

renowned thangka painter from Nyalam, Tibet. 

2. This is the interpretation offered by Lance Esplund, "Tradition Transfonned: Tibetan 

Artists Respond," Wall Street Journal, September 4,20 IO. 

3. /\ng Tsherin Sherpa. aliist's talk, University of Cali fomi a, Davis, December 3,2010. 
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Concerns over superficiality and commercialism seeping into 

Buddhist culture and art have long troubled Sherpa. As a young adult, 

he was discomfited by the paradoxical mutation of thangka painting, a 

deeply spiritual art form, into a Nepali tourist trinket. Later, when the 

opportunity to work as an artist and instructor in California led him to 

immigrate here in 1998, and to continue to paint thangkas for a living, 

he again stressed over the relationships between Buddhism, art, and 

commerce. This collision of ideologies and values, however, has 

provided the stimulus for his confrontation of these issues, and as a 

consequence, the transformation of his art. 

Ang Tsherin Sherpa bases his art on traditional thangka styles and 

aesthetics. Reliant upon the standard colors, iconography, and technique 

of water-based pigment on cloth involved in thangka painting, he now 

also uses oil and acrylic on canvas or board, and from time to time, 

gold embellishment. 

Themes that dominate Sherpa's art include the preservation and 

transformation of Tibetan identity and traditions in the twenty-first 

century, as well as issues of commerce and consumerism. Although it 

might initially be tempting to view Sherpa's art only as critical of the 

changes he is experiencing, more careful looking indicates such a 

reading is inadequate. Because of the manifestation in Sherpa's art of 

his profound understanding of the concept of Buddhist non-duality, a 

more temperate interpretation is necessary. 

The issue of preserving Tibetan traditions in and outside of Tibet is 

just as fraught as is the preservation of any other culture in and outside 

of its original geographical terrain. It just manifests itself differently as 

it responds to disparate conditions. What to keep? What to let go? Will 

Tibetan Buddhist Art in a Globalized World of Illusion 9 
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Archive accessed through ARTstor. Image © 2011 Damien Hirst and Science 

Ltd. All rights reserved, Artists Rights Society. 

Less obvious are the recurring concepts of social responsibility 

and activism that are camouflaged among the distracting flotsam and 

jetsam of daily life that burden this figure: gas-masked heads, a 

skull-and-crossbones symbol, a mushroom cloud, missiles, a peace 

symbol, a fire extinguisher, a seated Buddha in meditation, a peace 

activist with megaphone, a pistol, shooting troops, a recycling symbol, 

a nuclear warning sign, etc. These the figure must choose to engage 

with or ignore. Each choice, however, will inevitably bring its own set 

of perils and rewards. Ultimately, what kind of a life does one choose to 

live? 

With Oh! My God-ness, Sherpa makes clear that the pressures of 

commercial and popular global culture can feel overwhelming to a 

Buddhist such as himself. He argues that while one's head may be in 

the right place, the flesh nonetheless is weak. He contends that he and 

his fellow Tibetans are just ordinary humans, burdened by the same 

impulses and desires as anyone else in the world. 

Ang Tsherin Sherpa also addresses the dangers of the larger 

commercial marketplace. In Butterfly Effect - The Chaos Theory, his 

interest in chaos theory is more explicitly manifested. (Fig. 8) To 

create this work. Sherpa asked himself, How do banks with 

sophisticated derivatives engage with innocent people? And for that 

matter, how innocent are the people really, we who are all subject to the 

Eight Worldly Concerns (i.e., the desire for wanting what one wants, for 

happiness, fame. and praise. and the fear of the opposites of these 

18 Tibetan Buddhist Art in a Globalized World of Illusion 
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concepts)? For guidance, he looked to the Buddhist idea of the 

interdependence of reality.s 

Figure 8. Ang Tsherin Sherpa, The BUI/erjly EfJect--Chaos Theory, 2008, gouache on 

cotton, 22.5" x 28", Shelly and Donald Rubin Collection 

Sherpa explains that in The Butterfly Effect - The Chaos Theory, 

the blue deity who symbolizes the banks has become a monster. A 

vulture stands patiently on the figure's shoulder, awaiting its inevitable 

demise.9 Orange flames drift behind the monster, suggesting that the 

fire in its holy mandorla has been loosed from its constraints and is 

mnning wild. Three human figures on the left flail their anns up, their 

bodies drowning in a sea of abstraction symbolized by curving motifs 

8. Sherpa, interview with the author, October, 16, 20 I0. 

9. Sherpa, interview with the author. October, 16,20 J0, 

Tibetan Buddhist Art in a Globalized World of Illusion 19 



[~i-tcp ~EHJi: 1 Modern China Studies Vol. 18, No.2, 2011 

that reflect the abstract and slippery concepts involved in Wall Street 

trading. Butterflies flutter above the figures and around the monster. 

Michael Sheehy further describes the work: 

Traced on the surface of the deity monster's blue 

body are arrows in graphic patterns, pointing to 

red boxes resembling those in a PowerPoint 

presentation. While some red boxes are blank, 

many are inscribed with preset technical Tibetan 

terms and phrases. On the right side of his 

bulging belly is the phrase "worldly dharma" (Jig 

rten chos), at the lower edge of his right breast is 

"passion" ('dod chags), at his left wrist is 

"delusion" (gti mug), at each thigh is the phrase 

"if it does not arise, it is not joyful" (ma 'byung na 

mi dga'), and directed inward from each thigh are 

straight-arrow meridian lines that point to a red 

box at the bottom of his lower belly that reads, "if 

bliss arises, it's joyful" (bde ba 'byung na dga'). 

Reminiscent of Buddhist and meditative body 

graphs, this piece brings to mind tantric concepts 

of physiology and the implicit physicality of bliss. 

As bloated and ugly as the blue monster-bank is, in The Butterfly Effect 

- The Chaos]heory the butterflies remind the viewer that not only can 

20 Tibetan Buddhist Art in a Globalized World of Illusion 
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small changes affect big consequences, but the possibility exists that 

change can be for the worse or better. 10 

Sherpa's understanding of this situation is colored by his mastery 

of the non-duality of Buddhism, which he explains, "can also be 

understood as enlightenment, nirvana etc." In fact, 

From the Buddhist view, our constant dualistic 

view and our attachment to it cause conflict and 

suffering. ... [B]eing able to see things and 

events from multiple perspectives actually helps 

one have less animosity and resentment towards 

others, because one begins to understand why 

something or someone is like this or that. And 

even if one wants to help the other understand 

the "Reality," the approach will be a very 

compassionate one instead of a hateful one. 

That is why in Buddhism there is the concept of 

the Bodhisattva (the compassionate warrior). But 

it's also important to know that ultimately 

Buddhism is being non extreme. [This is] also 

known as the Middle Path. 11 

10.	 Michael R. Sheehy, "Transforming a Tradition: Tibetan Artists on the Dialectic of 

Sanctity and Modernity." Tradition Transformed: Tibetan Artists Respond, New 

York: ArtAsiaPacific Publishing and the Rubin Museum of Art, 2010, p. 27. 

11. Ang Tshcrin Sherpa, lightly edited email to the author, December 18,2010. 
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As much as Sherpa addresses themes of identity CrISIS, excess 

consumerism, and the dangers of an unregulated banking industry, his 

work offers hope through the compassion of Buddhism. 

The art of Ang Tsherin Sherpa and the
 
Asian diaspora
 

Ang Tsherin Sherpa joins debates manifested in the art of other 

artists working in contemporary modes across the Asian Diaspora. 

Some of these take the religious beliefs of their home cultures as their 

points of departure. Others work with words and non-words. Sherpa's 

use of words in his paintings Modern Prayer Flag #1 and Prayer Flag, 

suggests an approach shared with contemporary Chinese diasporic 

artists such as Xu Bing f*o./< (born in Chongqing, 1955; resides in 

New York), and Wenda Gu ~)(~ (born in Shanghai, 1955; resides in 

New York). Both Chinese artists began their trajectory into word art as 

a response to the confusing policies enacted during the Cultural 

Revolution. Examples of some of their best known works include the 

emotionally fraught Book from the Sky by Xu Bing, and Pseudo 

Characters by Wenda Gu, both initiated in the 1980s. Sherpa, however, 

neither shares their experiences with the Cultural Revolution, nor 

displays the anxiety suggested by these works. To be sure, both Xu and 

Gu have moved on to deliberate on other intellectual territory, but word 

art remains a mainstay of their oeuvres. Both Gu and Xu initially 

created words that looked like actual words, but turned out to be 

gibberish. Now, both can use "words" that are tantalizingly close to 

actual words and/or characters, but are not. Alternatively, Xu Bing also 

creates characters that appear to be Chinese and illegible to an 

22 Tibetan Buddhist Art in a Globalized World of Illusion 
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English-only reading viewership, but are actually English-language 

words in what he has termed "Square Word Calligraphy." An example 

of this is Xu's Magic CQ/pet M~.12 (Fig. 9) Similarly, Sherpa's words 

appear to be Tibetan (granted, gibberish to non-Tibetan-language 

readers), but are actually legible English, as in his Modern Prayer Flag 

#1 and Prayer Flag. 

Figure 9. Xu Bing, MagiC Carpel !fit§! 2006, hand-woven wool carpet. Preproduction 

digital rendering with 676 Square Word Calligraphy characters representing 

four religious and quasi-religious texts, designed as a prayer carpet for 

12.	 According to Xu Bing's official website, Magic Carpet lMfiR was created for the 

Kwan-Im Buddhist Temple in Singapore, and involves ideological texts of 

Buddhism, Gnosticism, Judaism, and Marx, all in English translation. See 

http:/(www.xubing.com(index.php(site(projects/year(2006(magic carpet , accessed 

January 29, 20 II. "The first version was rejected by the Kwamlm Thong Hood eho 

Temple, which objected to visitors stepping and kneeling on sacred texts. It was 

instead exhibited in the National Museum, Singapore for the duration of the 

biennale." Xin Yao, email to author, May 10,2011. 
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Singapore Biennale 2006. The first version was rejected by the Kwamlm 

Thong Hood Cho Temple, which objected to visitors stepping and kneeling 

on sacred texts. It was instead exhibited in the National Museum, Singapore 

for the duration of the biennale. Courtesy of Xu Bing Studio. 

Like Leung Kui Ting (Mandarin: Liang Juting ~E~; born In 

Guangzhou in 1945, resides in Hong Kong), Sherpa creates paintings 

based on modes traditional to his cultural heritage. Leung's palimsestic 

landscapes in the Song Dynasty mode, such as Multi-Vision in Change, 

2006 (Figure 10), are imbued with a sense of reverie. 13 Areas of craggy 

mountains give way to sporting dragons in roiling clouds, or dissolve 

under passages of seemingly batiked white-character calligraphy set 

askew onto the landscape, which becomes a palimpsest for larger scale 

black-character calligraphic passages. In contrast, the boldly colored 

elements in Sherpa's paintings combat the possibility of visual 

ambiguity, even as the struggle between two states (choosing to be 

socially responsible, say, versus focusing on more immediate personal 

gratification) is the theme. 

13. Leung Kui Ting's Multi-Vision in Change, 2006, (ink on silk, 114 cm x 700 cm.), is 

reproduced in Feng Bing, Shen Kuiyi, eds., Chong xin qi dong: di san jie Chengdu 

shuanKnian zhan !ltfJTI§lM:m'='lintW~4!Pk (Reboot: The Third Chengdu 

Biell/wle), Sbijiazhuang Shi: Hebei meishu chubanshe,2007, pp. 114-115. Other 

reproductions of Leung's art can be viewed online at various sites, including the 

Hanart TZ Gallery's (Hong Kong) webpage: http://www.hanart.com/artistArtwork 

.php?artist Ilumber= 2&page number=1 (accessed May 16,2011). 
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Figure 10. Leung Kui Ting, Multi-Vision in Change, 2006, ink on silk, 114 em x 700 

cm, after Reboot: The Third Chengdu Biennale, pp. 114-115. 

Outside of the Chinese diaspora, Sherpa also shares approaches 

and ideological concerns with other contemporary artists working 

across the Asian diaspora. One of these is Shahzia Sikander (born 

1969, Lahore, Pakistan; resides in New York); another is Montien 

Boonma (1953-2000, of Bangkok, Thailand). Sherpa and Sikander both 

probe aspects of their religious backgrounds while basing their visual 

vocabulary on traditional genres and techniques. Where Sherpa's art 

develops from the thangka paintings of Tibet, Sikander's foundation is 

the transformed genre of miniature painting of Persia and India. In 

place of Sherpa's exploration of aspects of Buddhism in today's society, 

Sikander investigates the meanings and boundaries of Islam and 

Hinduism. And, while Sikander's works, such as The Resurgence of 

Islam (Fig. 11), often display a more obvious political component, 

Sherpa's art typically has a subtext of Buddhist compassion. 
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Figure n. Shahzia Sikander. The Resur~ence of Is/"m. 1999, v-:getable pigment, 

watercolor. tca wash on hand-prepared wasIi paper. 15.75 x 19.75 inches, 

(40 x 50.17 cm). Courtesy of Sikkema Jenkins & Co.. Ne\\ York. 

Like Montien Boonma. Sherpa takes Buddhism as the ideology 

through which life is negotiated. Yet, Boonma's art, likely because of 

the tragedies that befell his family,14 tends primarily to be concemed 

with the healing aspects of the Buddhist faith. An example of such work 

is the installation, House of" Hope, an installation work created with 

thousands of strings of prayer beads composed of herbal medicine 

through which the viewer can circumambulate for a feeling of cleansing 

renewal. 15 (Fig. 12) In contrast, Sherpa's paintings explore mostly 

14.	 Montien Booruna and his wife both slowly succumbed to cancer. Set: !\pinan 

Poshyananda, Montien Boonma: Temple of the Mind, l\cw York: Asian Society. 

2003. 

15.	 Katharine P. Burnett. exhibition review: .vlonlien BIJUI7I11": Temple of IhcWind. 

exhibition organized by the Asia Society, New York, for CAA.Revicws, 

hflp://w\IIw.caarel'ieHs.org/, November 4, 2004. An image of Boonma's House of 
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secular issues. The two also differ in that Boonma does not rely as 

closely on the visual forms of his artistic heritage. 

Figure 12. Montien Boonma, House of Hope, 1996-) 997, mixed media including 

prayer beads and herbs, 400 em x 300 em x 600 cm, Estate of Montien 

Roonma. Bangkok. 

Through the examples discussed above, it is clear that though 

Tibetan artist Ang Tsherin Sherpa's art shares many characteristics with 

that of artists working across the Chinese and Asian diasporas, his voice 

is distinct, his contributions unique. Though his art may appear 

secularized, this is but an acknowledgement of the "realities" of the 

globalized world of illusion in which he lives. With the application of 

Buddhist ideology to commonplace events and activities in his 

Hope (1990-97; steel, herbal medicine, wood; 400 x 300 x 600 em. Collection of 

Estate of 'vIontien Boonma, Bangkok), is accessible through the Asia Society's (New 

York) website: hllp://siles.asiasocietv.org/arts/boonma/hoLise/index.hlm/ (accessed 

May 16,2011). 
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paintings. Sherpa creates a new fonn of Buddhist art in transfonning 

the art of Tibet. 
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Ignorance as a Kind of Nourishment 

By Xu Bing 

Translation by Jesse Robert Coffino and Vivian Xu 

Abstract: World-renowned contemporary Chinese artist Xu Bing 

explores his experiences as a teenager during the turbulent 1970s in 

Beijing. He describes his time in the countryside as an "Educated 

Youth," how he became a member of the famed "class of '77" and 

reflects on the cultural environment that emerged from the rubble 

of Mao's Cultural Revolution and how these experiences influenced 

the growth and development of his artistic practice. 

Keywords: Xu Bing, Contemporary Art. Cultural Revolution 
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