Dependent arisal in the work of Gonkar Gyatso

After viewing the work of pre-eminent Tibetan artist Gonkar Gyatso at the Queensland Art Gallery’
s 6th Asia Pacific Triennial, it is clear, at least in this writer’s mind, why his work has impressed the

international art world so strongly. That his approach is to unite global pop cultural imagery with the

iconography of Tibetan tangka painting might go some way to explaining their broad appeal. On the other

hand their sparse compositions are elegantly composed figurative creations, which readily command

attention. That their subject matter concerns the social, political and cultural crises brought about by the

Chinese annexation of the artist’s homeland, undeniably adds to their desirability within a market hungry

for cutting-edge cultural critique. Indeed, much has been written about the political dimensions of Gyatso’
s work – it’s visualisation of commodity culture swamping Tibet’s ancient ways, it’s tabling of China’s

population displacement achieved with ever increasing velocity via its high-speed train to Lhasa; the loss

of identity in a sea of other possible codes. But where much has been made of Gyatso’s socio-political

commentary little attention has been directed to the theoretical basis of his practice.

As one schooled in Buddhist philosophy it is natural that his take on the world might stem from so

precise a perspective. I think this a point of note, for seldom if ever these days does religious or

theological commentary find validation in the global art world, especially where sociological discourse

tends to dominate. However, in Gyatso’s work, the sting in the tale is not so much political (though this

unquestionably is its overt lead) as philosophical. As a visualisation of the Buddhist concept of ‘emptiness’
for instance, his works are alive with complexity. So the theory goes, no single facet of existence, whether

a material object, feeling or thought, arises independently, can be seen as separate to other things, or

devoid of its causes and conditions. Tibet for instance cannot be seen as separate from China, or indeed

from any other place. The actions of the Chinese cannot be seen without knowledge of their preceding

circumstances, or indeed their future implications. And where consumer culture floods inwards, so too

does the dharma, the teachings of the Buddha, course through the global synapses.

To illustrate this concept Gyatso has taken to working with stickers. These ephemeral candy coloured

‘peel-offs’ depict everything from Homer Simpson to Betty Boo, from Shrek to Tiger Woods and beyond.

There are Chinese, Japanese, American and English stickers. There are logos and pop stars, lamas

and layabouts, all eagerly vying for attention. These the artist clusters in a pointillist kind of way, and

from which particular forms emerge. At first glance it is easy to read this as sardonic Buddhist humour

– impermanence in the guise of disposable market place fetishism. But the story does not end there.

Clumped together, they form something utterly antithetical to their aims – sublime images of the Buddha,

seated in meditation, smiling beneficently, reclining on the cusp of parinirvana. At this point it is right

to feel that not all is what it seems. Were certain elements to fall, then the Buddha would cease to be.

Inevitably the great sage is bound like all by causality, is linked ineluctably to the infinitude of things.

Is the artist offering a presentiment of the future; a vision of interchangeability? And so the questions

continue.

While it is perhaps difficult to reconcile the traditions of western materialism with Buddhism’s delimiting

of our world’s apparent solidity, Gestalt theorists may warm to Gyatso’s field of vision, in which clusters

of chaotic dizziness give way to order and harmony. Quantum physicists might also applaud, siting this

interplay of possibilities, from micro to marco, one to another as a constant shifting of atoms across time,

space and memory. But even here, we pause to ask, is the image before me a Buddha or simply my

mental projection of one? René Magritte would like this - neither pipe nor Buddha, it is consciousness in

the act of making, and in this we are invited to play.

I think about all of these issues at the same time as feeling the urgency of Gyatso’s work; a practice

which is pretty much to the point, whether the issue to hand is Tibet or Abu Ghraib, the decimation of

language or the rise of racial profiling. All of these things are at work in his practice, though at first glance

they dance with colour and life. As a new breed of Tibetan artist his work is certainly unflinching. However

as much as it highlights what so many know to be true it refuses to ignore the complexities of the times

in which we live, just as it refuses to abandon the age-old logic of Buddhism’s central tenet, that all of

existence is bounded by a web of interconnectedness.

Like much Buddhist art Gyatso’s work is a statement too of serenity. But it is a serenity in which the

intensity of life is free, even encouraged, to cavort as it pleases. The ability of his work to do so seems

somehow the product of a natural detachment, in which the world is observed but in no way permitted

to engulf. I would not have suspected so schematically governed an artist to be a connoisseur of the

world at large, but then again his dissatisfaction with an erstwhile codified practice, as Tangka painting

assuredly must be, would not have arisen were it not for his need to reconcile the old and wondrous

traditions with all that is new and perplexing. Indeed more than a few commentators have ceased

labelling Gyatso as a Tibetan, choosing instead to speak of him as a trans-national, as indeed he can

claim to be. In the oeuvre of the artist, his many identities under old regimes and new have certainly

been explored to great effect and in this he offers us a clear picture of a life in startling transition.

However, more than this the questions explored in his work, of the need in the face of our ever expanding

awareness, to synthesise and develop new modes of thinking, is as relevant today for a Tibetan as it is

for any aware and sensitive person. In this Gonkar Gyatso is an artist with much to offer and whose work

is worthy of the utmost consideration.
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