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In the opinion of the physicist and philosopher
Leibniz,* the belief held by his so-called ‘vacuist’
colleagues that space is fundamentally empty was
a dréle de pensée, a funny thought. Their dispute
about notions of space, about whether, as Leibniz con-
tended, it was a material continuum or, as Descartes
asserted,” it was invisible matter coursing with parti-
cle structures, or again as Otto von Guericke claimed,?
space was instead ‘nothingness devoid of becoming
or passing away’,“ was not limited to the era of the
Enlightenment. In the present period, in particular,
debate on this question has regained intensity in the
light of recent scientific research suggesting that
the energies by which our thoughts are transmitted
could be gauged in material and measurable form.s
Leibniz could only have dreamt of connections of this
kind. But when he postulated that there was no space
without body, and no time without action, might he
have been aware how much his own world outlook
paralleled Chinese conceptions - by then already
familiar in Europe - of cosmology as a single physical
and mental fabric?®

This remarkable correspondence seems to
suggest itself when we observe the work of the Chi-
nese sculptor Liang Shaoji. His purpose in presenting
sculptures shrouded in the floss of silkworms is not
to come up with an aesthetic form that might earn
him a new label in the official world of art. Rather, he
is concerned with creating something akin to a visual
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philosophy, but one that is universally so comprehen-
sible that in quite a striking manner it even coincides
with the world of thought set out by Leibniz. Thus

we encounter an astonishing similarity between the
conviction of the Enlightenment scientist and philoso-
pher that physics without metaphysics were meaning-
less, and the realm of artistic expression explored by
the Chinese sculptor, which in poetic terms revolves
around a notion of the cosmos as an integrated whole,
while at the same time remaining rooted in the utterly
real observation of nature in the here and now.

Thread and Flame

Shaoji set up his studio on the slopes of Tiantai Moun-
tain. In Chinese the site is also known as Tiantai Shan,
roughly meaning ‘Path of the heavens mountain”:
the high plateau is famous for its endless sweep of
clouds, while its countless waterfalls lure one into
contemplation of such ideas as the interminable
succession of moments that culminate in the dissolu-
tion of time. This region has seen the establishment
of a number of Buddhist monasteries, among them
the headquarters of the Mahayana schools. Mahayana
Buddhism teaches the doctrine of the Five Paths that
lead to enlightenment, one of them being the Path
of Seeing. While Shaoji’s art is certainly not a vehicle
for the Buddhist creed, with his extremely precise
observation of nature, his characteristically Chinese
embrace of a contemplative union with nature that
entails the complete surrender of the self and iden-
tification with the present moment, his work could
barely be placed in any other context but this.

Shaoji has been breeding silkworms for
20 years. His studio has the appearance of a research
laboratory. As if he were exploring how far he could
displace the heroically egocentric hand of the author
from his sculptural work, his sculptures are sus-
tained by a direct dialogue with nature. Furthermore,
nature itself is being challenged to act as the artist,
since Shaoji begins his sculptures by constructing
little more than a kind of frame and then allows
the silkworms to complete the work. In miraculous
concord with the artist these small creatures wrap
and transform his specifications. In one case, for
instance, he cuts a collection of short bamboo stems.
The tallest are barely as high as the knee, the shortest
only go up to the ankle. Once the silkworms’ weav-
ing is done the outcome is a sculptural assembly of
unnameable forms, whose surfaces are as pristine as
freshly fallen snow. The viewer is fully captivated by
the magic of something not created by human hand:
a gentle, semi-transparent web sheathes the bam-
boo and in the accidental shapes of the silk cocoons
invents a new figure. But it is not just the form of the
bamboo stems that has been transformed by the silk-
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Juote:"1ne tnreaa or tne spring silkworm will only
end when the silkworm dies / And not until the
candle has burnt to ashes, will the tears begin to dry.”
Here the thread of the silkworm is seen
in analogy with the breath of life. In mythology
throughout all cultures the phenomenon of thread
Is invested with broad connotative complexity. In
Hindu myth the image of thread is likened to the self
(atma) and to breath (prdna). Similar to the candle’s
bond to its flame, the silkworm consumes itself for
its thread. When the thread is finished the worm’s
breath extinguishes. Besides the form of these sculp-
tures, it was above all such parallels between the
candle and the silkworm that inspired Shaoji to give
this series of works the title Candle/Nature Series
No. 87 (2003).

Silkworm and Bee

There are further analogies linking the two materials
wax and silk. As it dries in the air, the fibrous weave
spun from fine filaments of the larva’s saliva is
transformed into its protective shell. It is inside this
cocoon that the silkworm moults from its final form
to become a moth and then produces the first phase
of the next silkworm generation, the eggs. Thus the
silkworm lives in its own product; its cocoon embod-
ies the unity of the beginning and the end of life.

At the same time, it also embodies the uniqueness

of a moment - the instant the moth emerges to lay
eggs and meet its own death, the cocoon is destroyed.
Likewise bees, as producers of wax that are also char-
acterized by a life cycle of several phases from egg,
larva and hatched insect, produce and inhabit their
honeycomb hives in a similar manner. Thread and
wax are linked as the products of these two compara-
ble insects. In terms of this material context’s trans-
ference onto the world of ideas, not only do Chinese
mythology and language weave an analogy between
textile threads and the intellectual ‘threads’ of texts
and commentaries,® viewing everyday material real-
ity and spirituality as intimately entwined, but, quite
remarkably, Leibniz in particular also formulates
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