Biography

Thorsten Schirmer was born in 1969 in Hanover, Germany. Since 1984 he has been
working in the style of classical Chan painting, which he has acquired purely
autodidactically. Specializing in the traditional landscape theme in the Chan style of
"splashed Ink" (chin. Pomo#=8) , he creates his works only with his fingers and black
ink. The turn to these old forms of expression and painting techniques, which is also very
rare in China, earned him high recognition in the motherland of this art. At the age of 21,
he was appointed as guest lecturer at Anhui Normal University, since 2013 he is a
professor at the Art College of West Anhui University. He has published research on the
early phase of Chan painting under Li Gonglin (1049-1106) as well as Chan-style
landscape painting of the "splashed Ink" by the Chinese monk painter Yujian (E:f, 13th
century) and his Japanese successors. Research stays have taken him to China, Japan,
the USA and Great Britain, among other places. His works have been exhibited in China,
Japan, the USA and Germany. He writes books about the painting tradition of China and
Japan, the philosophy on which it is based, and the cultural background. Thorsten
Schirmer has organized many art exchange projects in Germany and China and is the
initiator of the partnership between the Hanover Region and the Chinese prefecure-level
city of Luan (7X%&) . He is also a co-founder of the "Academy for West-Eastern Dialogue
of Cultures" based in Nuremberg, Germany.
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Kang Shiwei
The spiritual world of Thorsten Schirmer’

The room is dark. Only a single candle shines lonely. Soft sounds of ancient Chinese
guqgin music float through the room, as if they were falling gently from the sky. An
incense stick sends its fragrant smoke to the sky and allows it to unite with the sounds of
music. The smoke is only visible by candlelight. Suddenly, the sound of a wooden fish
instrument pierces the silence. The sound makes the room seem even quieter. The clear
sound of a singing bowl accompanies me on a journey back in time to ancient China.
The room belongs to a man named Thorsten Schirmer, who has turned to Chinese finger
painting. The atmosphere described above forms a fixed ritual before the beginning of
his painting practice. It resembles the atmosphere of a temple in which the recitation of
a sutraresounds. | hold my breath to absorb it with body and soul. This experience of
self-absorption conveys the enjoyment of the original Asian spirit. The hext moment, he
pours fine Longqing tea from a pot into his bowl. In the soft candlelight, he reads a
passage from the Daodejing and looks at some illustrations of Song period painting. He
reveres the Chinese finger painting founded by Gao Qipei. His desire is to unite his own
soul with the landscape painting of the Song Dynasty in the spirit of Ma Yuan and other
masters. After a while of quiet contemplation, he kneels in front of a white sheet of
paper and begins to paint. He dips his finger into the ink of the great master Hu Kaiwen
and mixes it with water. He paints a landscape with a shore, a fishing boat, a lonely
mountain. A single willow tree rises out of the bushes, where a small hut stands. He
gently brings the magnificent, profound and quiet atmosphere of Song painting to life in
his painting. He uses the four treasures of the study as well as seals. Its Chinese name is
Xiaoshan. At first | thought this experience was accidental, butin my time spentin
Germany, | always saw him paint like this. | think he is trying to connect his life with the
spirit of East Asia. The difference between Western and Eastern culture creates a large
gap between the arts of the Occident and the Orient. The German finger painter is an
example of how one can truly grasp the culture of the East with dedication. At first, |
thought that if | talked to him about Chan Buddhism, he would be quite perplexed and
speechless. The opposite was the case. Familiar with Chan art, he firmly believed that it
represented the highest level of Chinese painting. | was surprised to discover his deep
realization of the state of selflessness and Wuwei. He told me that he started reading the
Kongzi's conversations at the age of thirteen and has studied Chinese culture intensively
ever since. In 1988 he was in China for the first time and then deepened his finger
painting, which he linked to the traditional Chinese way of life. This is truly rare in
Germany. To strive so earnestly with all one's heart for unintentionality and supreme
knowledge is something special. To achieve this state lies beyond questions of poor or

" The article was first published (here slightly abridged) in " Zhongguoshouzhihua. Chinese Fingerpainting”,
Journal of the Association of Chinese Finger Painting, Wuhan, 1996, Issue 24. The author Kang Shiwei is a
painter, photographer and journalist known beyond the borders of China. He lives and works in Hefei,
China.



rich. Every moment can bring insight. He reaches a state of mind that Tao Yuanming
once described as "embracing simplicity and maintaining silence." Only in such an
atmosphere, in such a state, can true art emerge. He uses Western paper instead of
Xuan paper and paints with his fingers and palm. He does not focus on details or
structural techniques according to the mustard seed garden. Rather, he tries to let his Qi
flow harmoniously into the picture. This is the magnificence of his painting. He cleverly
leaves only a single sealin the void. He grasps the spiritual core, brings his thoughts
under control and does not fixate on the form, but strives to express the spirit of the
moment. So he speaks by hint and yet expresses everything. His works have been
exhibited in Germany, the U.S.A. and China, but his paintings are rarely really
understood. | am of the opinion that he himself, through his solitary striving in painting,
has reached a level of Chan that allows him to create true Chan art with an atmosphere
of pure spirit.




Books (all published in German)

1999 "Behind the Walls of the Mustard Seed Garden. Encounters with the Painting of
China", Verlag fur Ethnologie, Hanover

2007 "The Way of Painting. Reflecting the East Asian Painting Tradition ", Verlag fur
Ethnologie, Hannover

2010 "The Son of the Dragon — and Other Wondrous Stories", Verlag flr Ethnologie,
Hannover

2011 "Zhongguo. In The Middle Kingdom", Verlag fur Ethnologie, Hannover

2012 "Luan. Cooperation Partner of the Hanover Region in China", Extra Verlag,
Wedemark

2015 "At the Window. Haibun-Poetry", Verlag fur Ethnologie, Hanover

2015 (with Eva Koethen, Reinhard Knodt, Wiebrecht Ries and others) "Encounters
between Art, Philosophy and Science", Verlag Dr. Kovac, Hamburg

2016 "In Praise of Silence", Verlag fur Ethnologie, Hanover

2016 "The Hall of Ink Meditation. Concretion and Abstraction in China's Song-Period
Landscape Painting Using the Example of the Mountain Villa Role of Li Gonglin", Verlag
far Ethnologie, Hanover

2019 "Mountain Village in the Clearing Mist. Yujian and the Tradition of Japanese
Landscape Painting in the Hatsuboku Style", Verlag fur Ethnologie, Hanover

2019 (with Reinhard Knodt, Walter Gebhard and others) "Traces of Ink in the Void. Chan
Painting in the Dialogue between East and West", Verlag fur Ethnologie, Hanover

2020 "The Cat's Ink Trail. A Correspondence with Jan-Michael Ehrhardt for Instruction on
the Way of Painting", Verlag fur Ethnologie, Hannover

2021 (with Reinhard Knodt) "Form and Emptiness. Zen Painting in West-Eastern
Correspondence", Verlag fur Ethnologie, Hannover

2022 "Writing the World like a Signature. The Xieyi Principle in the Art of the West using
the Example of the Painter Dirk Huisken", Verlag fur Ethnologie, Hanover

2023 (with Yan Xu-Lackner, Ronald Kiwitt and others) "2028-2023. Art Space of the
Confucius Institute Nuremberg-Erlangen", Bartimullner Verlag, Nuremberg

2023 (with Wiebrecht Ries, Dieter Mersch, Lutz Ellrich and others) ,,... but what remains.
New Contributions to Heidegger's Philosophy of Art", Seubert Verlag, Nuremberg

2024 (with Giacomo Bruni, René Boll and others) "Mountain and Water are my Teachers.
On Learning and Teaching Ink Painting in the Chinese Tradition", Verlag fur Ethnologie,
Hanover



2024 (with Eva Koethen, Manfred Osten, Wiebrecht Ries and others) "Correspondences.
Philosophy, Art and Science in Dialogue", PalmArtPress, Berlin

2025 (with Mine Hideki, Yohei Kageyama, Rolf Elberfeld and others) "Heidegger and the
Kyoto School. Philosophy in Intercultural Conversation, Verlag Karl Alber, Baden-Baden

2025 (with Klaus Neugebauer, Harald Seubert and others) "Ex oriente lux. Heidegger in
the Light of Phenomenology and the Eastern Wisdom Teachings", Verlag Karl Alber,
Baden-Baden

Journalistic Publications

Since the 1980s, Thorsten Schirmer has published numerous articles on the philosophy,
art and culture of East Asia in newspapers and magazines at home and abroad.




Exhibitions of the last years

2026 (with René Boll and Jan-Michael-Ehrhardt) Museum for Arts and Crafts Hamburg,
Germany

2025 (with Jan-Michael Ehrhardt) City Education Center Langenhagen, Germany
2024 (with works by Dirk Huisken 1911-2007) Confucius Institute Trier, Germany
2023 (with Johannes S. Sistermanns and René Boll) Yookan Gallery, Kyoto, Japan

2023 (with Annette Steinacker-Holst et al.) Art Museum Donau-Ries, Wemding,
Germany

2022 (with works by Dirk Huisken 1911-2007) Art Space, Nuremberg, Germany
2021 Messkirch Castle, Messkirch, Germany

2021 RathausART, Nuremberg. Germany

2021 Ethnological Museum Herrnhut, Germany

2021 (with works from the Walter Gebhard Collection) TENRI Japanese-German Cultural
Workspace, Cologne, Germany

2019 (with works from the Walter Gebhard Collection) Confucius Institute Nuremberg-
Erlangen in cooperation with Sparkasse Nuremberg, Nuremberg, Germany

2018 (with the teachers of the art college on the occasion of the university's 100th
anniversary) West Anhui University, Luan, China

2016 Institute for Art Practice and Art Science at Leibniz University Hannover, Hannover,
Germany

2015 Shanghai University for Science and Technology, Shanghai, China
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Early exhibitions

1993 Synchronicity Space, New York, USA

1992 (with Uwe Rautenberg and others) Anhui Normal University, Wuhu, China

1992 (with Uwe Rautenberg and others) Tongling Art Institute Tongling,China

1992 (with Uwe Rautenberg and others) Hefei Kurume Gallery, Hefei, China

1992 The Broome Street Gallery of New York Artist Equity Association, New York, USA
1990 Anhui Museum, Hefei, China

1990 Anhui Normal University, Wuhu, China






