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“Manjusri then asked Vimalakirti, “We have each
made our own explanations. Sir, you should explain
how the bodhisattva enters the Dharma gate of
nonduality.” At that time Vimalakirti remained
thunderously silent and did not speak a word.”

The title of this exhibition is “Silent Thunder,” a name which
comes, indirectly, from the Vimalakirti Sutra, a classic Buddhist
text from the fifth century CE. The phrase refers to the famous
silence of Vimalakirti in response to a question posed by fellow
bodhisattva Manjusri (quoted above from John R. McRae’s
2006 translation). However, Chinese versions of the sutra
dating back to the Jin and Tang dynasties describe Vimalakirti's
silent response without any mention of thunder. It was in the
eighteenth century, when the sutra was first translated into
European languages and disseminated in the West, that the
words “thunderous silence” began to be used to illustrate the
story. The manner in which this piece of Buddhist literature
has traveled across time, space, and cultures, altering its form
along the way, reflects the complexity of the situation that this
exhibition investigates.

As a major religion in East Asia, Buddhism profoundly influenced
cultural production in the region from the fifth to nineteenth
centuries. One can detect at least two different creative
approaches in the “art” created in this context. The first revolves
around temples and the sangha (monastic community) and
is predominantly comprised of Buddha statues and religious
paintings regarded as sacred objects, rather than objects of
aesthetic appreciation. The other is art created by the literati
and bureaucratic classes over the centuries, shaped by
Buddhism as an ideological system in a more general sense.
For example, when Ming painter and calligrapher Dong Qichang
expounded his theory of calligraphy, he noted that his own
practice had benefited from study of the Surangama Sutra, a
classic of Mahayana Buddhism.

As the modern era arrived, political and economic systems
changed, and the Buddhist clergy’s influence upon society
declined. At the same time, artists working in contemporary art
are unconstrained by the dictates of temples, the vinaya (rules
for monastic life), or even traditional art forms. Yet Buddhism
remains a vibrant lifestyle, system of thought, and pan-cultural
tradition, and it continues to influence artists working today.

This exhibition explores an under-examined thread in Chinese
contemporary art—namely, the question of what connections
exist between the field and Buddhism. What might link today’s
art with traditional Buddhist art from around East Asia? Against
this backdrop, “Silent Thunder” brings together Chen Lizhu,
Chu Bingchao, Liao Fei, and Shao Yi, four artists who each have
a different relationship with Buddhism in their personal lives
and creative practices. In preparation for the exhibition, the
artists selected Tang and Song Chan Buddhist texts to reflect
upon as they made their works, forging a clear connection
between this ancient writing and contemporary visual culture.
The exhibition showcases how Buddhist thought and belief are
refined and transformed in the minds of these artists, unearthing
new possibilities in the dialogue between Buddhism and
contemporary art.
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F£BEEE Chen Lizhu
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A Group of Meditation Spaces
2018-2019

TR HIE

Oil on canvas

F£BEEE Chen Lizhu

( E#8%=1 2019-2020)
Meditation Space 2019-2020
2019. 2020

FREHIE

Oil on canvas

BB— Shao Yi
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Object of Worship:
Contradictions Inside

the Rotation

2014-2015
R HEN

Deformed steel bar
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#&R#E ChuBingchao
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Meditation Space 20180825 A Straight Line Extended Image-making Image-making and Iconometry
2018 2021 2021 2020
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QOil on canvas Stone, steel plate, concrete base Plaster molds, single-channel video Ink on paper
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FERRER Chen Lizhu #B— Shao Yi #B— Shao Yi B2 Liao Fei
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Meditation Space 20191206 Animitta “Wooden Mold Series” Gravity Sculpture No. 3
2019 201 2010 2016
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Oil on canvas

Steel plate

Wooden molds

Stone, wooden block, steel wire
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Chen Lizhu

Chen Lizhu (b. 1979, Fujian province) currently lives and works
in Suzhou. In 2004 she graduated from the Fine Arts College of
Shanghai Normal University, and in 2007 obtained a master’s degree
from Hanzehogeschool Groningen, Frank mohr Institute. She primarily
creates abstract oil paintings, which revolve around space as their
central theme. Through continual practice, she investigates the
myriad possibilities to be found in the interaction between colors,
brushstrokes, and the spatial field of the canvas. She is also interested
in Chinese and Western literature, philosophy, and art history and
theory, bringing insights from her personal studies in these areas into
her artistic practice and attempting to simplify complex concepts
into a succinct vision. Chen Lizhu has participated in programs
including the Laforét Summer Vacation Project artist residency,
Italy, and the China National Art Fund’s Inheritance and Innovation
of Dunhuang Project.
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Chu Bingchao

Chu Bingchao (b. 1986, Pingliang, Gansu province) currently lives
in works in Beijing. He graduated from Hubei Institute of Fine Arts
in 2010 and works across media including sculpture, painting,
installation, video, and more. Throughout the course of his artistic
career, he has consistently focused on social issues, personally
placing himself within the symbiotic relationships between individual
and society, and art and reality. To this aim, he has restored Buddha
statues, made research trips to martial arts schools, and altered the
shape of mountains.
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Liao Fei

Liao Fei (b. 1981, Jingdezhen, Jiangxi province) graduated from
Shanghai Normal University in 2006, and currently lives and works in
Shanghai. His art emerges out of close observation on and reflection
upon objects. The connections and tensions between materials
and their associated meanings, disorder and geometry, subjective
consciousness and mysticism, and binaries and the absolute lie at
the core of his practice. While drawing attention to these large-scale
abstract concepts, he also seeks to explore and experiment with the
innate nature of materials on a microscopic scale, revealing the inner
metaphysical qualities of matter.
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Shao Yi

Shao Yi (b. 1967, Hangzhou) lives and works in Hangzhou. As an artist,
he works in media including installation, sculpture, photography,
performance, and more. Growing up during the first wave of China’s
Reform and Opening Up, in the 1980s and 1990s he experienced
the vibrant artistic movements then active in southern China. Later,
around 2000, he began creating his own art. Inspired by Buddhist
beliefs, in his art Shao Yi explores the relationship between objects in
and of themselves and the spiritual significance contained within them.
By positioning industrial materials as totemic objects, or juxtaposing
them with natural materials, he presents his thinking on connections
between the artificial and the natural, religious worship and industrial
society, and inner spirit and outer materiality. In another aspect of
his practice, he investigates and stages interventions into issues
related to marginalized social groups, attempting to restore voice
and a sense of power to forgotten people in a hands-on manner.
He has been an active participant in Hangzhou’s art community
since 20086. In the same year, he established a platform for the
city’s young artists.




