
COMMUNICATIONS DIVISION   
VIRGINIA MUSEUM OF FINE ARTS 
200 N. Boulevard I Richmond, Virginia 23220 
www.VMFA.museum/pressroom 
 
 
FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE 
Mar. 4, 2019 

 
VMFA Announces the Opening of Awaken: A Tibetan Buddhist Journey Toward Enlightenment  

Exhibition Highlights Two of the Country’s Preeminent Museum Collections of Himalayan Art 
 

Richmond, Virginia––The Virginia Museum of Fine Arts invites visitors to power down, unplug and join a voyage into the 
visionary art of Tibetan Buddhism in Awaken: A Tibetan Buddhist Journey Toward Enlightenment, on view Apr. 27–Aug. 18, 
2019. The journey from clamor to contemplation unfolds as audiences progress through the experiential exhibition to 
engage with nearly 100 spectacular objects, both historical and contemporary. The exhibition is curated by Dr. John Henry 
Rice, VMFA’s E. Rhodes and Leona B. Carpenter Curator of South Asian and Islamic Art, and Dr. Jeffrey Durham, 
Associate Curator of Himalayan Art, Asian Art Museum, San Francisco, each representing one of the country’s most 
extraordinary museum collections of Himalayan art. Drawn largely from the permanent collections of these two museums, 
the exhibition features additional works from private collections and institutions including the Rubin Museum of Art, the 
Newark Museum and the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.  

 
Art and visuality are central to Tibetan Buddhism. A practitioner’s 
journey to awareness is, in part, facilitated through visualizations that 
require models to help them find their way. The fantastic landscapes 
and beings within those models—sometimes blissful, sometimes 
terrifying—comprise a dramatic visual repertoire unrivaled in the world 
of religious art. Awaken is designed as an immersive exhibition that 
guides its audience along a journey through that visionary topography. 
The reward is a glimpse into reality’s true nature and a culminating 
vision of clarity as powerful as the confusion with which the journey 
began. 
 
“The Virginia Museum of Fine Arts is home to one of the top five 
Himalayan art collections in the nation,” says VMFA Director Alex 
Nyerges. “We are thrilled to have the opportunity to share our holdings 
in such an innovative way, alongside works from the Asian Art Museum 
and other renowned collections. Through this immersive exhibition, we 
are once again bringing the world to Virginia, allowing visitors to 
deepen their understanding of the role played by works of art in Tibetan 
Buddhist culture and religious practices.” 
 

The exhibition is composed of a series of ten spaces corresponding to the different phases of a journey toward 
enlightenment. First is a brief introduction, where the basic problem posited by the exhibition—that we are lulled asleep to 
reality by the world’s daily clamor—is revealed through a gauntlet of modern-day video imagery. As they move through the 
exhibition, visitors learn some of Buddhism’s essential teachings, are introduced to a “guide” represented by a painting of a 
15th-century Tibetan lama, and are given a map in the form of a painted mandala. At the center of the exhibition is a space 
to rest and contemplate before embarking on the multistage journey into the mandala’s visionary universe and eventually 
confronting the ultimate ordeal: death itself. Following a glimpse into the true nondual nature of the mind—represented by 
paired male and female deities—the exhibition concludes in a stark white room, where the visitor “meets” a sublime 12th-
century stone sculpture of a crowned Buddha, appearing as a reflection of the visitor who stands before him.  
 
Along with works from as early as the ninth century AD, the exhibition features three paintings by contemporary Nepalese-
American artist Tsherin Sherpa, who trained in traditional Tibetan painting with his father, renowned Tibetan painter 
Master Urgen Dorje Sherpa.  
 
“I’m excited that people will see these objects within the context of this exhibition,” says Rice. “Presenting this art through 
a narrative that offers the visitor opportunities to be both viewer and participant is a departure from traditional displays of 
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such material and should be a memorable experience. There is also potential in this exhibition for visitors to learn not only 
about the stunning art of Tibetan Buddhism but also something about themselves.”  
 
From May 2 through May 5, a group of Tibetan Buddhist monks from Drepung Loseling Monastery will create a sand 
mandala near the exhibition’s entrance, which—in accordance with their beliefs and practice—they will dismantle in a 
return visit on Aug. 3. Their visit is part of the Mystical Arts of Tibet World Tour that has traveled for more than 25 years 
and is endorsed by His Holiness the Dalai Lama. The goal of the tour is to share Tibet’s rich, authentic and sacred 
performing and visual arts with audiences all over the world. On May 2, co-curators Rice and Durham will discuss 
highlights of Awaken and the collaborative journey they undertook in its creation.  
 
Accompanying the exhibition is an illustrated 252-page catalogue, featuring a principal essay providing an in-depth narrative 
by co-curators Rice and Durham. Other contributors include noted scholars and experts Elena Pakhoutova, Katherine 
Anne Paul, Alexander von Rospatt, Eric Huntington and Tsherin Sherpa (with Paul Ferguson), who address several of the 
exhibition’s themes. The hardcover catalogue can be ordered online (vmfa.museum/shop/) or by contacting the VMFA 
shop at 804.340.1525. 
 
Awaken will be on view at the Asian Art Museum in San Francisco Jan. 17–Apr. 19, 2020.  
 
Sponsorship Information 
Organized by the Virginia Museum of Fine Arts. Presented by the E. Rhodes and Leona B. Carpenter Foundation, the Julia 
Louise Reynolds Fund, the Lettie Pate Whitehead Evans Exhibition Endowment, Ellen Bayard Weedon Foundation, 
Margaret N. and John D. Gottwald, McGue Millhiser Family Trust, Norfolk Southern Corporation, Jay and Marsha 
Olander, Robert E. and Jacquelyn Pogue and Mr. and Mrs. Charles L. Reed Jr. Additional ongoing support for VMFA’s 
exhibition program is provided by the Dr. Donald S. and Beejay Brown Endowment, the Council Exhibition Fund, and the 
Fabergé Ball Endowment. 
 
Ticket Information 
Tickets for the exhibition are now on sale. The exhibition is free for VMFA members, children ages 6 and under, state 
employees and teachers, as well as active-duty military personnel and their immediate families; $15 for adults; $12 for 
seniors 65+; and $10 for youth 7–17 and college students with ID. 
 
About the Virginia Museum of Fine Arts 
The Virginia Museum of Fine Arts in Richmond, Virginia, is one of the largest comprehensive art museums in the United 
States. VMFA, which opened in 1936, is a state agency and privately endowed educational institution. Its purpose is to collect, 
preserve, exhibit, and interpret art, and to encourage the study of the arts. Through the Office of Statewide Partnerships 
program, the museum offers curated exhibitions, arts-related audiovisual programs, symposia, lectures, conferences, and 
workshops by visual and performing artists. In addition to presenting a wide array of special exhibitions, the museum provides 
visitors with the opportunity to experience a global collection of art that spans more than 6,000 years. VMFA’s permanent 
holdings encompass nearly 40,000 artworks, including the largest public collection of Fabergé outside of Russia, the finest 
collection of Art Nouveau outside of Paris, and one of the nation’s finest collections of American art. VMFA is also home to 
important collections of Chinese art, English silver, and French Impressionist, Post-Impressionist, British sporting, and 
modern and contemporary art, as well as renowned South Asian, Himalayan, and African art. In May 2010, VMFA opened 
its doors to the public after a transformative expansion, the largest in its history.  
 
The Virginia Museum of Fine Arts is the only art museum in the United States open 365 days a year with free 
general admission. For additional information, telephone 804.340.1400 or visit www.VMFA.museum. 
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