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Shakyamuni Buddha meditates in padmasana, with one hand holding an alms bowl and 
the other touching the ground, in calling the earth to witness (bhumisparsamudra). The 
Buddha is draped in a silk brocade, which also patterns the alms bowl and his traditional 
Tibetan blue hair. His skin is made up of carefully selected pages from the fourteenth 
Dalai Lama’s autobiography ‘My Land, My People’, juxtaposing Tibet’s tumultuous 
history with iconographic gestures. One can read about China’s invasion of Tibet on the 
Buddha’s bhumisparsamudra. His throne and aureola consist of a patchwork collage of 
maps - endless journeys with infinite paths - and in the background sheets of scripture 
create a humming landscape of mantric waves. Tenzing Rigdol’s ‘Journey of My 
Teacher’ (2011, Fig. 1) employs the Buddha image to speak of the exilic journey of the 
Tibetan spiritual leader, government and people, introducing a potent diasporic 
discourse and relationship between spiritual homelands and migrant destinations.

The bust of a Buddha stands suspended off the floor on metal legs, much like rural Thai 
houses on stilts. The familiar form appears like a mountainous landscape, sloping from 
the usnisa down to the elongated earlobes above the shoulders, held prominent with 
inhaled breathe. However, the Buddha’s smile is masked by a mold, scaffolded by tools 
and infused with tea and gold leaf. The Buddha can only be seen from within, once the 
viewer stoops to enter underneath with a pious bow of the head, their own physicality 
then filling the emptiness. Montien Boonma’s ‘Melting Voids: Molds for the Mind’ (1998, 
Fig. 2) experiments with site, spatiality and the senses, it’s “… a place of refuge for 
mindfulness of viewings who wish to be in condition of calmness and 
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contentment” (Boonma cited in Cate 2012: 73). The work evokes ritualism in Southeast 
Asia, such as image consecration, as if the sculpture could be imbued with life by the 
viewer’s own mindfulness and their physical inhabitation of the installation.

‘Journey of My Teacher’ and ‘Melting Voids: Molds for the Mind’ show the Buddha image 
transformed. Both Rigdol and Boonma’s artistic practices are driven by Buddhism, 
reflecting the living Buddhist cultures of Tibet and Thailand, which is today confronted 
with questions of globalisation and modernity. Although their artistic lives did not overlap, 
as Boonma’s career came to an end with his passing in 2000, both artists work(ed) at 
the forefront of worlds experiencing radical change. Rigdol and Boonma utilise the 
Buddha image, traditions and philosophy to negotiate questions of nation, culture and 
identity of the self. This paper will look at how this translates cross-culturally, making 
reference to the different socio-historical contexts, local cultures and varying traditions of 
Vajrayana and Theravada Buddhism in Tibet and Thailand. These shifting contexts 
signal unique journeys of selfhood for either artist, as well as generating a network of 
subsequent processes engaging with the age of globalisation, urbanisation, and 
modernity. 
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Fig. 1 Journey of My Teacher (2011) Collage, silk 
brocade, scripture, 200 x 200 cm. Rossi & Rossi, 
London/Hong Kong.

Fig. 2 Melting Voids: Molds for the Mind (1999) 
Metal, plaster, gold, 270 x 150 x 155 cm. Collection 
of Estate of Montien Boonma, Bangkok.
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Tenzing Rigdol 

Tenzing Rigdol was born in 1982 in Kathmandu, Nepal, a place of refuge to many 
Tibetan families in exile. Here Rigdol studied traditional Tibetan sand painting, butter 
sculpture, Buddhist philosophy and thangka painting. In 2002 he moved to the USA, 
when his family were granted political asylum, to attend the University of Colorado. 
Rigdol’s extensive background in traditional Tibetan techniques reflects Tibet’s art 
historical relationships and how this has transformed contemporary practice.

The Tibetan language does not possess a word for ‘art’ that is not associated with 
religion; ‘The closest semblance to a term for art in the Tibetan language is lha dri ba… 
which literally means “to draw a deity.”’ (Sheehy 2010: 19), belonging to pre-Buddhist 
cosmological beliefs. Indeed, ‘Tibetan art was always created in the service of Buddhism 
and the region’s religions.’ (Brauen 2010: Preface). Thus the very concept and practice 
of contemporary art is an entirely new development for Tibet and with this comes 
complex questions of individualism, identity and self. Within this quest, contemporary 
Tibetan artists, such as Tenzing Rigdol, have drawn upon material from Tibetan cultural 
horizons and transformed them into a reconstructed landscape and language of Tibet 
today.

The very movement of contemporary Tibetan art motions change and transformation. 
This notion follows Rigdol’s assertion that “Nothing remains concrete, or the only thing 
that remains concrete is nothingness” (Rigdol cited in Gavin 2009: 6), echoing the 
Buddhist philosophy of emptiness (sunyata). Here sunyata signals infinite potential and 
through this pregnant void ‘Rigdol turned his focus on the infinite possibility of meanings 
- something that touches on Tibetan Buddhist thoughts on the idea of change’ (Gavin 
2009: 6): 

“I discovered that the axiom of the Tibetan Buddhist thought stands on the 
idea of change but, ironically, Tibetan social conscience has always resisted 
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any sort of change, at least with respect to contemporary art and cultural 
practices… Hence, my approach in the past eight years has been to 
reinterpret the traditional forms in all possible ways so as to loosen the tight 
aesthetic belt that Tibetans have been wearing since aeons.”

Rigdol cited in Rossi & Rossi, 2009: 5  

In pursuit of this mission, Rigdol’s recent solo show in Hong Kong  was entitled ‘Change 1

Is The Eternal Law’ (2015) in reference to the first of the Buddha’s Four Noble Truths, 
suffering (dukkha). Rigdol says that entitling his work is “a synesthetic 
opportunity” (Rigdol cited in Rossi & Rossi, 2009: 6), perhaps also offering a way to 
navigate the esoteric language of Vajrayana Buddhism. Here suffering introduces a 
central theme within this study, as it simultaneously presents both the Buddhist 
philosophy of life through flux and impermanence, and reflects the political plight of the 
Tibetan people in present-day society. This symbiotic paradigm gives way to how 
Tibetan artists employ Buddhism to deconstruct ideas of cultural identity and self. 
‘Landscape’ (2015, Fig. 3) is the first work in the exhibition, depicting a Tibetan 
landscape embodied by a reclining Buddha.2

 Rigdol states that, unexpectedly, his work is censored more in New York than it is in Hong Kong (Field 1

2015).

 Rigdol’s young career as an artist is emblematic of most, as Tibetan contemporary art barely spans two 2

decades. I have therefore not looked at his work chronologically, but used it to illustrate various points of 
inquiry within this study.
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Fig. 3 Landscape (2015) Acrylic on canvas, 178 x 453 cm. Rossi & Rossi, London/Hong Kong.
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‘Landscape’ employs traditional Tibetan painting technique to produce a familial scene, 
however when you look closer - or think harder - conflicts begin to emerge. The Buddha 
symbolises the land as a sacred body, its form undulating like a Himalayan range. 
However, it does not rest at home on the red horizon, which symbolises China’s 
occupation of Tibet. The ominous clouds are painted in a Sino-Tibetan style, reflective of 
the Chinese influence on Tibetan painting from the 15th century onwards, which 
emphasises the horizontal composition and conveys a sense of oppression by obscuring 
the sun. The reclining figure symbolises the historical Shakyamuni Buddha in the 
moments before his final cessation (parinirvana), which is more commonly seen in 
Southeast Asia following Theravadan traditions.  Through this subversion, Rigdol ‘offers 3

a corrective to this denial of mortality’ (Field 2015), paralleling Buddhist doctrine within a 
larger discourse of Tibetan rights.

An important distinction within Buddhist philosophy is that the transmission of Buddhist 
teachings can be achieved through the Buddha image, as they are one and the same.  4

The historical Buddha taught his disciples that the Buddha image and doctrine 
(dhamma) were interchangeable: “He who sees the dhamma, Vakkali, he sees me; he 
who sees me, he sees the dhamma.” (Samyutta Nikaya Sutta cited in Kinnard 1999: 62). 
The dhamma is also physically manifest in Buddhist scripture, which Rigdol explores for 
its material use, usually performing as a backdrop like in ‘The Journey of My Teacher’. 
The symbolism of scripture was taken to the extreme in Rigdol’s controversial 
performance ‘Scripture Noodle’.

 This observation was made by Tibetan scholar Gendun Chopel, whose work inspired this painting (see 3

Field 2015).

 A literal example of this is the Buddha’s elongated earlobes, which are a sign of his renunciation of royal 4

wealth through removing his heavy, embellished earrings.
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Fig. 4 Scripture Noodle (2008) Stills of performance.
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‘Scripture Noodle’ (Fig. 4) was part of a residency Rigdol undertook in Vermont in 2008. 
The performance took place in a Chinese restaurant, where he cooked and consumed a 
stir-fry using vegetables and sliced sheets of scripture as noodles. This acts sacrilegious 
connotations (to the extent that Rigdol received death threats) signifies his very concern 
with the ‘inconsistencies between blind devotion to Buddhism as an identity and the 
actual dharma’ (Field 2015). The performance suggests that through the intervention of 
China, modernisation and consumerism - perfectly personified by the naff Chinese 
takeaway restaurant - Tibet’s Buddhist community had lost its way in the footsteps of the 
Buddha. ‘Scripture Noodle’ communicates Rigdol’s self-reflexivity regarding his 
community and conceives of another path forward.

Rigdol’s artistic vocabulary is infused with Buddhist philosophy, allowing the viewer to 
access the conceptual value of the work through Buddhist iconography and symbolic 
meaning. As Gavin asserts, ‘Rather than a sole comment on identity, religion or 
philosophy, the imagery is also an observation on this history of art and aesthetics in 
Tibet and the wider world’ (2009: 7). One could see Tibet’s art history bolstered by its 
own esoteric traditions, one that has been geographically rooted until it was subjugated 
by the People’s Republic of China in 1950; ‘As Donald Lopez has observed, there is a 
sense in which Tibetans are in danger of becoming incarcerated within a set of 
representations of themselves (Tibetan, Chinese, Western, global).’ (Harris 2006: 705). 
Rigdol works in this space to conflate Tibetan Buddhist vocabulary with that of the 
contemporary international art world, creating a culturally rich language that 
synchronously engages with the past whilst looking to the future.

In consideration of Tibet’s future, Rigdol turns to the contemporary ‘Western’ 
iconography of media-saturated images; ‘his modern mandalas are part of an 
examination of the hybrid mix of Western philosophy and art with Tibetan Buddhism and 
traditional art forms.’ (Masters 2010: 66). In ‘Obama Mandala’ (2008, Fig. 5), the street 
artist Shepard Fairey’s portrait of Obama sits in the center of a dharmacakra (wheel of 
the law), with the four-gate guardians replaced by initials spelling out “H-O-P-E”. Rigdol’s 
mandalas take after Pop expressions of consumerism, ‘The artist, however, argues that 
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he verges on being anti-pop. Instead of turning everyday imagery into something iconic 
he is turning the extraordinary and sacred into the ordinary and secular.’ (Gavin 2009: 7). 
Meaning that Buddhism, as a lens in contemporary art, also has the agency to convert 
the sacred into the profane.

Rigdol’s re-appropriated mandalas may seem desecrating but, like ‘Scripture Noodle’, 
Tibet’s tightly bound secrets must be probed to “loosen the tight aesthetic belt” and drive 
contemporary practice into a more interrelational space. Tibetan artists are ‘Working to 
bring familiar imagery out of the insular past and into conversation with the 
present’ (Sheehy 2010: 32). In what he calls “fusionism”, Rigdol brings together these 
disparate worlds, aligning political, global, and spiritual causes through unification, 
resulting in his practice visualising ‘a more integrated way of seeing the world, an 
example of how irreverence can be constructive and healing.’ (Masters 2010: 66).

These present-day icons also give rise to a dialogue concerning the global consumer 
culture and ‘secular modernization’ (Masters 2010: 62) that threatens to violate the 
sacred traditions of Tibet. Like Rigdol’s mandalas, many Tibetan artists also incorporate 
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Fig. 5 Obama 
Mandala (2008)
Acrylic on canvas
109.2 x 109.2 cm
Rossi & Rossi. 
London/Hong Kong.
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images of contemporary life, such as Gonkar Gyatso. In ‘The Shambala of the Modern 
Times’ (2008, Fig. 6) Gyatso embellishes the Buddha’s aureole with commercialised 
detritus like logos, adverts, and icons. They radiate out from the Buddha’s sacred center, 
as if escaping through the grid-like confines of the thangka composition to touch the 
exterior realm of global capitalism. The relationship between art and media is not unique 
to Tibet, as the ‘ironic referencing of national or ethnic characteristics… is shared by 
many contemporary artists in Thailand - perhaps not coincidentally another Buddhist-
majority country currently embroiled in a power struggle over the country’s 
modernization and participation in the global economy.’ (Masters 2010: 75), which we 
will later return to in Boonma’s work.

In discussion of Gyatso’s work, Clare Harris looks at how contemporary Tibetan artists 
‘are evidently outsiders to their own “tradition”’ (2006: 714), founded on their position as 
(generally) diasporic artists in exile. They are therefore forging a new identity. Harris 
states how ‘Clearly, bounded conceptions of ‘culture’ based on nationality or ethnicity will 
not suffice in a transnational era when artists and their works are so highly 
mobile’ (2006: 699), evidenced by Rigdol’s education in Nepal and the USA, and his 
international career as an artist. Within this transnational setting, Harris maps ‘a move 
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Fig. 6 The Shambala of the Modern Times (2008), 
Stickers, papercuts and pencil on treated paper, 
200 x 219 cm. 

Detail of Fig. 6
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away from the depiction of land and place towards the body of a high mobile, migrating 
image, that of the Buddha.’ (2006: 702). Like Gyatso, Rigdol locates selfhood within 
buddhahood, releasing bounded conceptions of place and locating the (non-)self in the 
liminal territory of the Buddha image.

 
The Fourteenth Dalai Lama’s words ring through Rigdol’s work ‘Our Land, Our 
People’ (2011, Fig. 7 & 8), a homage to the Tibetan spiritual leader. 20,000 tons of native 
soil was uprooted from the roof of the world and relocated in Dharamsala, offering 
Tibetan refugees the chance to set foot on Tibetan soil, if only for the first time. The 
intervention is a platform to respond to questions about artistic and national identity 
within the Tibetan diaspora. It is here useful to consider diaspora through Shelly Chan’s 
lens of temporality.  By adopting this framework, it encourages a new understanding of 5

diaspora as a diachronic process aligned ‘with a world in flux’ (2015: 107). This 
perspective effortlessly resonates with Rigdol’s understanding of change within Tibet, in 
conjunction with the motions of globalism and impermanence, here exemplified by 
Gonkar Gyatso:

‘In fact, that’s the way a culture goes on in history; it’s not a static entity that 
has to remain as such through time, but an ongoing process of incorporation 
and meeting with changes.’ 

Gyatso 2003: 150

 See ‘The Case for Diaspora: A Temporal Approach to the Chinese Experience’ in Journal of Asian 5

Studies (Feb 2015) pp 107-28.
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Fig. 7 Our Land, Our People (2011) 
Site-specific installation, 20,000 tons of soil. 
43 x 43 ft.

Fig. 8 Our Land, Our People (2011) 
Site-specific installation, 20,000 tons of soil. 
43 x 43 ft.
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Rigdol’s attempt to “Bring Tibet Home” does not wholly deny a rooted existence, but 
shifts the existing borders; the work performs as a displaced tile from the roof of the 
world. However its presence, as a global stage for the Tibetan community, signals a 
poignant movement in Tibetan art history and social praxis. Through its social collectivity, 
‘Our Land, Our People’ connects art and people, coming together to embrace change. 
Perhaps in the blurring of art and life, other boundaries too are blurred. Life is seen 
through art’s lens; its imperfections, illusions and suffering are brought into focus. Thus, 
‘Our Land, Our People’ embodies dukkha and celebrates a world in flux, whether that is 
at the hand of modernity or impermanence, it is fully in motion.

Montien Boonma 

Montien Boonma was born in Bangkok in 1953. He graduated in painting from Silpakorn 
University in 1978, before becoming an art tutor at Chang Silp Fine Arts College. At this 
time, his work was highly engaged with Thai societal values under the influence of nation 
and religion, whilst grappling with Thailand’s rapid economic development. In 
‘Buddha’ (1982, Fig. 8) a Buddha head is severed, ‘decapitated by a traditional Siamese 
method of execution’ (Poshyananda 2003: 14). The symbol of ultimate compassion and 
wisdom looks down into a hollow darkness, suggesting an ominous future for Thai 
Buddhism, as it lies disconnected in a world of change.
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Fig. 8 Buddha (1982) Mixed media on paper, 
36 x 37 cm. Collection of Chongrux Chanthaworrasut, Bangkok.
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Boonma was interested in sculptural form and materialism, like the cast of the ‘Buddha’, 
and was awarded a government scholarship for a masters degree in sculpture in Rome, 
before going on to study at the Ecole Nationale Superieure des Beaux-Arts in Paris. The 
decision to study in Europe was influenced by his appreciation of Arte Povera and desire 
to learn about Western art history and theory. Before he left, Boonma spent 3 months as 
a monk at the Cholaprathanrangsit Temple in Nonthabur and visited a monk with his 
fiancee, who advised them to live 10 years apart, as their astrological stars were 
misaligned. These events signal the beginning of Boonma’s international journey as an 
artist, and the moments when the Buddha joins him on this path, in art and life - if indeed 
they can be separated.

In Europe, Boonma drew on his site-specific installations in Bangkok, which listened to 
Thailand’s transformation from agrarian to industrial, symbolising this conflict through the 
juxtaposition of organic materialism and industrial products. These assemblages 
became earlier signature works, marking materialism as a definitive exploration. ‘The 
presence of material references was simply a tool for communicating an idea. Art 
became akin to philosophy.’ (Poshyananda 2003: 15), drawing on conceptual art 
practices and theory, including the work of Joseph Beuys:

‘Beuys' association with shamanism and his interest in Zen Buddhism and the 
preparation of koans inspired Boonma with a vision of the ways in which the 
West and East are linked.’ 

Poshyananda 2003: 16

In Paris, Boonma developed the series ‘Symbiose’ (see Symbiose No. 5 (1987), Fig. 9), 
combining organic and manufactured elements in site-specific locations, uniting both 
forces in nature. ‘Boonma wanted to convey the idea of worship through symbolic signs 
(of Christianity and Buddhism), in which consecrated objects made of stones or wood 
could be made sacred and revered.’ (Poshyananda 2003: 16)’. Through the 
decontextualisation of Buddhist philosophy - rendered foreign in the Jardin des Missions 
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Etrangeres - these dynamic relationships express a universality beyond Thai 
expressions of Buddhism and look to larger ideals.

Boonma brought Beuys’ ‘socio-spiritual ideas’ (Cate 2012: 72) back to Thailand, where 
he returned to work in Chiang Mai, whilst his wife remained in Bangkok. This rural 
environment influenced Boonma to use straw, mud, horns, buffalo hides and wax, as 
material to communicate social change in the local Thai countryside. Boonma forged “fist 
activities” to reflect the life cycles of farmers and labourers ‘who cling as tightly to their 
faith and religion as they do their tools’ (Poshyananda 2003: 17). Here he also 
encountered traditional Thai architecture through Buddhist monuments. Inspired by their 
aesthetic forms, structure and construction, Boonma wanted “to make monuments or 
stupas for the workers and laborers who are dominated by the rules of the 
society” (Boonma, cited in Poshyananda 2003: 19). ‘Stupa’ (1990, Fig. 10) memorialises 
the identity of a working class in the reliquary monument, equating Theravada Buddhist 
traditions with a social consciousness and cementing local culture in Thai art history.
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Fig. 9 Symbiose No. 5 
(1987) Aluminium casts, 
wood, size variable. 
Jardin des Missions 
Estrangers de Paris.
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The construction, or donation, of a stupa is a way of gaining karmic merit, thus Boonma 
is in a way ritually bound to the creation of these works. In fact, Boonma’s name 
symbolically translates to “the approach of merit”. In ‘Pagoda In Boxes 
Construction’ (1989, Fig. 11) he exchanges local building materials for detergent boxes, 
referencing the ancient methods of stacking bricks and the ritual cleansing of stupas to 
attain merit. Yet perhaps the synthetic product placement of ‘Breeze’ and ‘Fab’ asks 
whether Buddhist culture and consumerism are at all congruent.

‘Boonma’s ability to reflect Thai society in rapid transformation through his 
buddhist-inspired work won him critical acclaim… At this time, Boonma was 
becoming fascinated with terracotta vessels, baked lumps of handprints, and 
alms bowls as stimulants to mystical experience.’

Poshyananda 2003: 20

Boonma’s work drew on the concept of the vessel, as symbolic of the void, when he 
discovered his wife had breast cancer. Through this suffering, he looked to art and the 
Buddha to teach him about death and impermanence. Boonma visited Beuy’s exhibition 
‘Joseph Bueys: Beyond the Border to Eurasia’, which attempts ‘to transcend the 
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Fig. 10 (Left) Pagoda in 
Boxes Construction 
(1989) Cardboard, wood, 
paint, 320 x 180 cm. 
Destroyed.

Fig. 11 (Right) Stupa 
(1990) Cement, fist prints, 
metal, 150 x 30 x 60 cm. 
Collection of Acacia Fine 
Art, Bangkok.
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boundaries between Germany and Poland’ (Poshyananda 2003: 20) and so inspired 
Boonma to look the space in-between, calling it “a kind of realm. Or as Joseph Beuys 
put it, thought is a form of sculpture,” (Boonma cited in Poshyananda 2003: 20). Boonma 
located this realm of mindfulness in the void of the alms bowl:

‘He woke up at 3:00 a.m. each day to perform his daily ritual of drawing alms 
bowls until 6:00 a.m. as meditation before the sun rose… According to the 
artist, he made these meditative drawing to calm his mind and body.’ 

Ly 2012: 273

‘Drawing for the Mind Training’ (1992, Fig. 12) echoes the ritual mediation of Zen monks 
who produce reams of enso circles in single brush strokes. Boonma’s alms bowls are 
similarly shaded in circular motions, with light and dark fusing like ying and yang, so you 
no longer distinguish the external from the internal: “When I think about about the space 
in the bowl. I prefer to be in this space which for me separates from the outside-world. 
So I would like to place my mind inside the bowl.” (Boonma, 1993). In this ritual act, 
Boonma lost himself in the process of art making, dissolving himself into the work and so 
too the boundaries of life and art. 
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Fig. 12 Drawing for the Mind Training (1992) Crayon on paper, terracotta and wood bases, size variable. 
Collection of Chongrux Chanthaworrasut, Bangkok.



H. Foskett-Barnes, 600550  
15PARH083-A15/16

In 1992, Boonma was involved in ‘Kilma Global: Arte Amazonas' in Brazil, which dealt 
with an ecological study of the threatened indigenous culture of the Manaus people. 
Boonma felt an affinity with the Manaus and saw parallels with Thai local culture in their 
hammocks and houses on stilts.  Here he developed a project around the breast, clearly 6

alluding to his wife’s trauma as well as a symbol of Mother Nature:

“For me the image of breasts can be put in a similar context as breasts also 
represent the power and energy of nature. The surface of my breasts 
sculpture is very smooth and its fullness is inspired by the volume of Buddha 
sculptures. The powerful image of breasts full of life should give some kind of 
energy to people, similar to another kind of energy transmitted through the 
Buddha image.”

Boonma, 1992

Like ‘Symbiose’, ‘Arte Amazonas’ (1992, Fig. 13) was installed outside, in the garden of 
the Goethe Institut, Bangkok. The breast forms were cast in “brass which is the same 
material the we use for buddha statues in Thailand.” (Boonma, 1992), ‘next to hollow 
shapes filled with water to convey the idea of time and space, site and nonsite, and the 
link between Manaus and Bangkok.’ (Poshyananda 2003: 22). Through the transcultural 
motif of the breast, Boonma was able to traverse the space in-between whilst retaining 

 See Poshyananda, pp 22.6

�15

Fig. 13 Arte Amazonas 
(1992) Brass, mixed media. 
Goethe Institut, Bangkok.
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links to Thai Buddhism through materialism. Another Thai artist, ‘Pinaree Sanpitak, 
works with a motif that has both culturally specific and universal resonance: the breast 
stupa.’ (Cate 2012: 78). 

Pinaree’s breast stupas are made in several forms; industrial steel site-specific works 
(Fig. 14), organza textile interactive installations (Fig. 15), and aluminium moulds to cast 
edible collaborations with chefs (Fig. 16). These works celebrate the paradoxical form as 
a life-giving force and introduce the social movement of “relational aesthetics” in Thai 
contemporary art:

‘Earlier in the 1990s, important Thai artists had moved towards a fully 
collaborative approach by placing their art in public or hybrid spaces and by 
encouraging the audience’s complete physical engagement with, rather than 
purely visual apprehensions of their pieces.’ 

Cate 2012: 72

Thai artists turned to Beuys view of “a social organism as a work of art”, utilising 
participation to transform ‘art consumers into art producers’ (Cate 2012: 82). Among 
others, Boonma initiated the Chiang Mai Social Installation (CMSI) in 1992, working to 
install art in non-spaces, encouraging projects such as Rirkrit Tiravanija and Kamin 
Lertchaiprasert’s ‘The Land’ (1998) outside of Chiang Mai, devised as a nomadic utopia. 
Artists used ‘social situations to produce dematerialized, antimarket, politically engaged 
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Fig. 14 (Left) Breast Stupa Topiary (2015) Site-specific installation. Ilham Art Gallery, Kuala Lumpur.
Fig. 15 (Middle) Noom Nom (2002) Organza, synthetic fiber. Discovery Center, Bangkok, Thailand.
Fig. 16 (Right) Breast Stupa Cookery (2005 - present) Aluminium moulds. International.
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projects that carry on the modernist call to blur art and life.’ (Bishop 2006: 179), 
encapsulating Boonma’s desire to dwell in the gap in-between and inviting others to join 
him there.

“Thai people are more familiar with temples than art galleries, as it’s purely a part of 
Western culture to view art in galleries.” (Uthit cited in Cate 2012: 73). Historically, Thai  
art is fused with everyday life, interwoven with ritual gestures of offering, veneration and 
consecration. Theravada Buddhist objects engage with social functionality, whether 
imbued by ritual ceremony or at the hand of the participant, they are interwoven with life 
and living. Thus when contemporary Thai artists lessened the gap between art and life, 
the audience were better able to access it.7

In April 1994, Boonma’s wife passed away. Boonma’s practice turned from external 
questions of death and impermanence to an internal moment of reflexive mindfulness. 
He welcomed individuals into the sacred salas of ‘Room’ (1994, Fig. 17), at once open to 
the elements but enclosed in sacred space. Visitors were invited to circumambulate the 

 Socially engaged praxis can be paralleled with social engaged Buddhism, neither defined by geography 7

or sect (King 2010: 1-2). As Boreth Ly writes, ‘Socially engaged Buddhism, moreover, is particularly apt in 
this age of globalization’ (2012: 268) and opens up an international dialogue fitting to Theravadan 
traditions of the historical Buddha. 
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Fig. 17 Room (1994) Pinewood, printed cloth,
Size variable.

Fig. 18 Rock Bell Garden (1994) Brass bells, rock. 
400 x 600 x 500 cm. Faret Tachikawa, Tokyo.
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ritual passages of ‘Rock Bell Garden’ (1994, Fig. 18), its soundless bells ringing out to 
impermanence. Viewers could take refuge in “a place without sickness” in 
‘Arokhayasala: Temple of the Mind’ (1996, Fig. 19), sheltered by offerings of medicinal 
herbs and a womb-like interior. One can’t help but think these works were shrines to 
suffering.

In one of his final works, Boonma developed the concept for ‘Melting Void: Molds for the 
Mind’ to produce ‘Zodiac Houses’ (1998-9, Fig. 20), a series of seemingly transreligious 
buildings, or perhaps houses, perforated with holes representing astrological 
constellations. Here he departs from Buddhist iconography to the transcultural symbol of 
the stars, also inverting physical materiality to see what is left: a minute window into the 
present through an entity long lost into the void. Perhaps as an attempt to rewrite his 
own stars, Boonma allows the viewer to transform in time and space.
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Fig. 19 Arokhayasala: Temple of 
the Mind (1996) 
Steel, aluminium and herbs, 370 
x 250 x 250 cm. Collection of 
Acacia Fine Art Limited, 
Bangkok.

Fig. 20 Sketch for 
Zodiacal Houses, 
charcoal, 50 x 65 cm. 
Collection of Acacia Fine 
Art Limited, Bangkok.
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Conclusions 

Tenzing Rigdol and Montien Boonma’s artistic practices map journeys of selfhood and 
suffering, as a reflection of their personal lives and a culture in transit. They both locate 
the self within Buddhist beliefs, a symbol of cultural signification and national identity 
shared by many. Here their practices are united in a world of flux, as Tibet and Thailand 
negotiate a new culture of globalism, economic development and modernity. Within the 
motions of global expansion many questions arise that here cannot be tackled, lest 
resolved. This study can only offer up such questions within its limitations, therefore I do 
not intend to pose resolute solutions, but perhaps close by opening. 

One can observe how Buddhist traditions become less rooted and more mobile in this 
transglobal era, wholly adapting to change through fundamental constructs of 
impermanence. Rigdol and Boonma’s practices work to keep these traditions alive by 
bringing them into contact with contemporary life. In this there is much room to explore 
why the Buddha is a symbol of the ‘now’ more than ever.8

Rigdol and Boonma are able to navigate such complex territories, whether bridging or 
dissolving borders, via the Buddha as a transhistorical, transnational, and transportable 
entity. In sharing Buddhist philosophy, spanning Vajrayana and Theravada traditions, 
they adopt a transnational vocabulary and help to develop new schisms of materiality, 
aesthetics, form and theory. To each artist, the Buddha therefore becomes a messenger, 
a mediator between worlds; past and future, local and global, east and west, art and life. 
By accessing this intermediary state, they can speak across boundaries and borders to a 
universal audience. Perhaps signalling that the Buddha is ever relevant today within a 
discourse of transnationalism, mobility, and flux.

 This idea is widely discussed in academia, for example Marilyn Ivy suggests ‘To the extent that the 8

essential core of Buddhism is formed of techniques for quieting the mind and attaining liberation, it would 
seem to be all the more mobile and fluid, ready for transport to the global markets of 
enlightenment.’ (2005: 313)
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Detail At: http://www.tagfinearts.com/media/catalog/product/cache/
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