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These lecture show how western artists have been trying to incorporate Buddhist elements into contemporary literature, music, fine arts and film since 1945. In parallel with the aggressive expansion of western culture Buddhism also found its own quiet and patient way of infiltrating the everyday consciousness of the West. We will see how Buddhist philosophical ideas show up sometimes in the forms, or in the theory, or in the attitude and approach of postwar artists. There were initial creative misunderstandings at then beginning, then an increased awareness and popularization of Buddhism in the 60s. The lectures will show how Buddhism has played a decisive role in the formation of postmodernism, our contemporary cultural era. We will get to know the Buddhist-inspired works of Hermann Hesse, John Cage, Jack Kerouac, Allen Ginsberg, Agnes Martin, Philip Glass and Andy Goldsworthy among others.

1, The origins of Buddhist art in the West and Hermann Hesse's Siddhartha
The West had sporadic contact with the Buddhist world for more then 2000 years but western translations of the sutras only began to become available in the late 19th century. Hesse's Siddhartha is an early example of Buddhism reaching a wider audience. Hesse introduced the basic ideas of Buddhism in this novel but also supplemented them with his western liberal viewpoint. Although Hesse’s work appeared in 1922, its real generation-transforming potential only came into full fruition after the first English translation appeared in 1951.



2, John Cage's music

Cage, perhaps the most experimental composer of the 20th century, attended D.T. Suzuki's lectures on Zen for years and began to base his compositions more and more on Buddhist ideas from 1951 on. His works undermine the importance of the author and emphasis the role of the performer and the listener. His music never became well-known but he was a leading figure of the New York avant-garde whose influence became dominant thanks to his several books and many students. 

3, Cage's influence: Robert Rauschenberg and Fluxus (George Brecht, Yoko Ono)

The musical gestures, games and objects of the international art movement fluxus might seem like aimless provocations at first but on a closer look they show remarkable similarities with Zen koans. In fact, the ephemeral works hide esoteric metaphysical puzzles and it is not surprising that the movement was started by Cage students. 

4, the beat generation: Jack Kerouac, Gary Snyder and their friends

Kerouac and Ginsberg discovered Zen for themselves around 1954. Their guide and role model became the west coast poet Gary Snyder, who later spent 12 years living in Japan. Kerouac's Dharma Bums recounts their adventures with climbing and Zen in California. 

Buddhism fit well with the freedom and self-realization desires of the beat generation and of the hippies but their enthusiasm remained necessarily naive because of a shortage of authentic teachers and translations in the 60s.
5, Andy Warhol's pop “selflessness”

Warhol was not a Buddhist but his writings and interviews reveal what is if not an authentic then at least a pose of "selflessness", which by itself is telling and significant. His work undermined the hegemony of skill, originality and good taste and democratized the traditionally elitist fine arts. We will try to uncover signs of Buddhism in his controversial art.
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6, non-composition and the visual arts: Mark Tobey, Agnes Martin and others

A small group of abstract artists, driven by existentialist or religious need and inspiration, chose spiritual experience over self-expression as a ground for composition. They took non-figuration to the next logical step of non-composition in order to shift the emphasis from the isolated individual to an interdependent universal. 
7, Jazz and Buddhism: John Coltrane's spiritual quest


Jazz and Buddhism already appeared side by side in the pantheon of the beat generation. 

John Coltrane is the musician who went furthest perhaps in his quest for music’s spiritual 

potential. He absorbed many different religious teachings and his interest was by no means limited to Buddhism but jazz with its spontaneous collective improvisation embodies well the concept of “living in the moment." 
8, temporality, entropy and postmodernism in Robert Smithson's art

Minimalism and conceptual art gradually loosened the philosophical grounding of modernism which was primarily Christian, dualist, man- and self-centered. Smithson’s writings and land art works are excellent examples of Buddhism’s role and oftentimes indirect influence on the formation of the postmodern worldview. 
9, Minimalist's music: La Monte Young, Steve Reich, Terry Riley, Philip Glass

A group of American composers began to experiment with and apply oriental music and its meditative potentials at the end of the 1960. This completely rejuvenated and transformed the meaning and popularity of contemporary classical music. For example Philip Glass’s hypnotic music contributed greatly to the success of the Buddhist themed movie called Koyaanisqatsi.
10, Allen Ginsberg's late poetry

Ginsberg knew about Zen Buddhism from early on but it began to a more important role in his poetry only after getting to know his guru, Chögyam Trungpa in 1970. The ever-present ambivalence of his approach is well expressed by one of his Americanized haikus: „Put on my tie in a taxi, short of breath, rushing to meditate.” 

12, Buddhist ideas in western movies


Buddhist ideas have been increasingly present in films since the 70s. The Bardo Thodol 
has horror, western, mystery, gothic and science fiction adaptations as well. Buddhist 
philosophy appears in such varied productions as the popular Hollywood movies of
The Truman Show and the Groundhog Day, or Alejandro Jodorowsky’s cult classic, 
The Holy Mountain.
11, some contemporary artists: 
Richard Long, On Kawara, Andy Goldsworthy, Felix Gonzalez-Torres

The works of several contemporary artists exhibit an intuitive Buddhism even though they are often not religiously or spiritually motivated. This is an indication that Buddhist philosophy has already become an organic part of contemporary western culture. 
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