Ongoing Journey

This exhibition, Ongoing Journey, is Yoko Nishina's and my third
collaborative project. The work is inspired by The Oxherding Pictures of
the 12th-century Chinese master Guo-an Shih-yuan.

Completing the paintings for this exhibition was one of the greatest
struggles I've had as an artist. Due to problems securing the proper
materials, an ever approaching deadline and the resulting stress,
compounded by health issues, after three weeks of working in my studio
in California, my paintings and I were a complete muddle. And I had run
out of paper. The day before I needed to post the ten paintings, I felt
only five of them good enough to send to Yoko. I had never before failed
to complete a commission or work for exhibit. What happened next was
a surprise: accepting my defeat was a great relief.

I wrote a heartfelt apology to Yoko for the problems I caused her and
the next day I drove to a week-long meditation retreat where my health
improved. Driving home I stopped in San Francisco to get more paper. I
returned to my studio refreshed, and with a true sense of openness, was
able to complete the next five paintings. The deadline wasn't as fixed as
I had believed.

The Oxherding Pictures are an attempt to illustrate the spirit of Zen
training and the process of awakening. I chose a girl rather than the
usual boy as the protagonist because in lay communities in the West,
women now are often the majority of Zen practitioners. The rod she
carries symbolizes the effort and courage required for the journey. The
rope has been described as a Tether of Faith.

The first time I entered Shoyeido I was thrilled to see Shibayama
Zenkei's handwritten poem, “The Flower Does Not Talk,” on the wall of
the entrance. It had been my good fortune to meet Shibayama Roshi
when I was a college student in California and the reason I ended up in
Japan was to see him again. By introducing me to Jikihara Gyokusei
Sensei, my painting master and spiritual guide, Roshi helped determine
the course of my life.

Michael Hofmann
September 14, 2019
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