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arts

KANTO
‘Shigeru Ban: Architecture and Humanitarian Activities’ 
CONTEMPORARY ART GALLERY, ART 
TOWER MITO

Architect Shigeru Ban is 
renowned for involving 
himself in unusual projects, 
and he has become 
particularly well-known for his 
experiments with paper as a 
cheap and sustainable 
building material.

In response to the 1995 
Great Hanshin Earthquake, Ban designed paper temporary 
shelters for victims. He also created a divider system out of 
paper tubes and canvas sheets for evacuees having to 
share shelter space after the Great East Japan Earthquake.

In relation to this exhibition, Art Tower Mito will also hold 
a symposium on March 3, at which Ban and a number of 
other professionals from various fields will discuss how the 
March 11 disaster shed new light on the importance of 
architecture and its contribution to disaster preparedness; 
March 2-May 12. 

Contemporary Art Gallery, Art Tower Mito; (029) 227-8120; 
1-6-8 Gokencho, Mito, Ibaraki; Mito Station, Joban Line. 9:30 
a.m.-6:00 p.m. ¥800. Closed Mon. (except April 29, May 6), 
April 30, May 7. http://arttowermito.or.jp/index_en.html.

ART OPENINGS

‘Raffaello’
THE NATIONAL MUSEUM OF WESTERN ART

“Madonna del Granduca” is a 
beloved masterpiece by Italian 
painter Raffaello Sanzio (1483-1520), 
known by most as simply Raphael. 
Described by critics as one of the 
great Madonna and child paintings, it 
was a source of inspiration for many 
generations of painters.

As one of the most successful 
High Renaissance painters, Raphael 
was prolific and highly influential, 
even though he died early, at age 37.

This exhibition is Japan’s first 
large-scale showing of Raphael’s works. On display are 
about 20 original oil paintings and sketches, including the 
“Madonna del Granduca”; March 2-June 2. 

The National Museum of Western Art; (03) 5405-8686; 7-7 
Ueno-koen, Taito-ku, Tokyo; Ueno Station, JR Yamanote Line. 
9:30 a.m.-5:30 p.m. (Fri. till 8:00 p.m.). ¥1,500. Closed Mon. 
(except April 29, May 6), May 7. www.nmwa.go.jp/en.

KANSAI  
‘The Word in Art: As is Painting so is 
Writing, as is Writing so is Painting’ 
YOKOO TADANORI MUSEUM OF 
CONTEMPORARY ART

Artists have added text to artworks for 
centuries, usually as a way to enhance 
or explain a concept. Tadanori Yokoo, 
however, combines painting and words 
in ways that often have no purpose at 
all. Sometimes, lettering is chosen for 
purely aesthetic purposes — to amplify 
the visual impact of the work; other 

times it becomes a medium with which Yokoo unleashes 
repressed inner thoughts.

Highlighting the different approaches Yokoo took for 
commercial and artistic works, this exhibition brings 
together his advertising poster designs and other pieces; 
March 2-June 30.

Yokoo Tadanori Museum of Contemporary Art; (078) 855-
5602; 3-8-30 Harada-dori, Nada-ku, Kobe, Hyogo; Ojikoen 
Station, Kobe Line. 10:00 a.m.-6:00 p.m. (Fri., Sat. till 8:00 
p.m.). ¥800. Closed Mon. (except April 29, May 6), April 30, 
May 7. www.ytmoca.jp.

‘Modern Kamakura Guidebook’ 
KANAGAWA PREFECTURAL MUSEUM OF 
CULTURAL HISTORY
The city of Kamakura, Kanagawa 
Prefecture, is a popular tourist 
destination that attracts around 19 
million visitors a year, many of 
whom visit from nearby Tokyo. It 
became increasingly popular 
during the Edo Period (1603-1867), 
when pilgrimages to its Buddhist 
sites became a fashionable pastime. 
It further flourished during the Meiji 
Era (1868-1912) after the construction 
of a railway network made it a more 
accessible holiday destination for 
wealthy families.

On show are are traditional artifacts and photos that 
document Kamakura’s history as a tourist spot, as well as a 
number of the area’s popular local souvenirs; till March 24. !

Kanagawa Prefectural Museum of Cultural History; (045) 
201-0926; 5-60 Minami Naka-dori, Naka-ku, Yokohama; 
Bashamichi Station, Toyoko Line. 9:30 a.m.-5:00 p.m. ¥700. 
Closed Mon. http://ch.kanagawa-museum.jp.

TICKET GIVEAWAY
We have five pairs of tickets to the “Kobayashi Naojiro 
Exhibition” at the Nerima Art Museum (till April 7; www.
city.nerima.tokyo.jp/manabu/bunka/museum) to give away 
to readers. To apply, send a postcard with the exhibition 
title, your name, address and tel. no. to Ticket Giveaway, 
Gakugeibu, The Japan Times, 4-5-4 Shibaura, Minato-ku, 
Tokyo 108-8071, or apply online at http://jtimes.jp/tickets. 
Deadline: March 7.

For The Japan Times art exhibition listings, see page 3.
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Edward M. Gómez
New York
SPECIAL TO THE JAPAN TIMES

By now, the looks, character and 
history of Gutai, the post-World War 
II Japanese art movement born in 
1954 in Ashiya, between Osaka and 

Kobe, are familiar to regular viewers of 
modern-art exhibitions in Japan. Last 
summer’s “Gutai: The Spirit of an Era,” a 
survey of the movement’s evolution and its 
participants’ diverse accomplishments, 
which was shown at the National Art 
Center, Tokyo, was the largest presentation 
of its kind to date in Japan. Early last year, 
the Museum of Contemporary Art, Tokyo, 
also included some superb Gutai works in a 
show of abstract paintings; in 2011, it 
presented a solo exhibition of founding 
Gutai member Atsuko Tanaka’s works.

Now, the Solomon R. Guggenheim 
Museum in New York has opened “Gutai: 
Splendid Playground.” While last year’s big 
Gutai exhibition in Tokyo focused on the 
creatively, even spiritually liberating effects 
the movement’s approach to art-making 
had on its participants and paid attention to 
its hitherto overlooked last phase, the late 
1960s through its demise in 1972, the 
Guggenheim’s survey positions the ideas 
and achievements of the artists’ group, 
whose self-imposed goal was to create what 
had never been created before, in a broader, 
international context of modern-art history. 

Ming Tiampo, one of its the exhibition’s 
co-curators, notes: “We show how Gutai 
was one of modern art’s first ‘transnational’ 
movements, for its participants made a 
conscious effort to use the mass media to 
publicize their activities, to travel abroad 
and to establish dialogs with artists in other 
parts of the world.” Tiampo, an associate 
professor of art history at Carleton 
University in Ottawa, is the author of  
“Gutai: Decentering Modernism” 
(University of Chicago Press, 2011). She 
organized the Guggenheim’s show in 
collaboration with Alexandra Munroe, the 
museum’s senior curator of Asian art.

Tiampo explains that a “transnational” 
view of modern art’s history looks back 
beyond its familiar Western centers of 
development — Paris, Berlin, London, New 
York — to recognize that a new kind of 
artistic expression also emerged in different 
ways, derived from varied and indigenous 
sources, in other parts of the world, 
including in Japan.

Like Tiampo’s book, the Guggenheim’s 

exhibition takes this more expansive, 
center-periphery approach to analyze the 
ideas and activities of one of Japanese 
modern art’s most important movements. 
The Gutai Art Association, as it was formally 
known, was founded by Jiro Yoshihara, a 
businessman and scion of a family that 
owned a cooking-oil company, along with a 
group of young, Hanshin-region artists. A 
former maker of surrealist pictures, 
Yoshihara had taught Western-style painting 
before becoming Gutai’s leader. Under his 
tutelage, its members created innovative 
abstract paintings and sculptures, as well as 
what are now regarded as prototypical 
performance-art events and mixed-media 
installations. The group disbanded in 1972, 
after Yoshihara died. Tiampo notes that, as 
early as 1955, through its self-published 
Gutai journal, the group began “to 
transform its distance from art world 
centers into new possibilities for 
expression.” “Gutai: Splendid Playground” 
reconsiders the assumption that, as Tiampo 
writes in her book, “modernism was a 
closed system, located in the West and 
relentlessly disseminated to its territories 
with no reciprocal exchange.”

In 1951, Yoshihara saw paintings by 
Jackson Pollock and other Western 
abstractionists in the “Third Yomiuri 
Independent Exhibition,” which was shown 
in Tokyo and Osaka. In her essay in the 
Guggenheim exhibition’s catalog, Munroe 
notes that, in the years before he cofounded 
Gutai, Yoshihara had “avidly consumed” 
Japanese and foreign publications that 
documented and promoted novel art forms 
that were being made overseas. In the 
manifesto he penned for Gutai, which 
spelled out its rebellious aesthetic 
principles, Yoshihara dismissed traditional 
art forms as “hoaxes” and “monsters.” “Lock 
up these corpses in the graveyard,” he 
demanded adding: “Gutai Art imparts life to 
matter. Gutai Art does not distort matter.”

His young charges got the message — 
and in the Guggenheim’s show, many of 
their creations, half a century later, still 
appear fresh and audacious. Tanaka’s 
dazzling “Electric Dress” (1956), a thicket of 
colored light bulbs, is here (did she really 
wear it on stage that year during a Gutai 
event in Tokyo?), as are Shozo Shimamoto’s 
crusty, paint-on-newspaper tableau, “Work” 
(1954); Kazuo Shiraga’s “Wild Boar Hunting 
II” (1963), which he painted with his feet, 
mixing oil paint, a boar hide and spent 
bullets on a wooden panel; and Takesada 
Matsutani’s “White Circle” (1966) and 

“Work 66-2” (1966), whose oddly organic, 
raised round shapes were made with vinyl 
glue and painted black or white or left to 
yellow with time. (Matsutani’s work is also 
the subject of two back-to-back solo shows 
at New York’s Galerie Richard, which will 
run through April 20.) Sadamasa 
Motonaga’s vigorous splashes of oil and 
gravel on canvas, Akira Kanayama’s wiry 
felt-tip pen drawings on paper (made with 
an electric toy-car device that held a pen), 
and Yoshihara’s signature oil paintings of 
white circles on black grounds are also on 
view. 

Munroe says: “We strived to select the 
most emblematic Gutai works but we also 
borrowed some that rarely have been seen 
before.” Among the less well-known pieces 
on display are “Work” (1959) by Michio 
Yoshihara, the Gutai leader’s son, a richly 
textured, abstract concoction of small 
stones and sand on wood panel, and 
Minoru Yoshida’s psychedelic “Bisexual 
Flower” (1969), an installation made up of 
ultraviolet light, gurgling colored water, 
churning motors and moving, transparent-
plastic parts tucked into a beehive-shaped 
dome.

Outside Japan, the Guggenheim’s 
presentation comes on the heels of recent 
Gutai painting shows at such New York 
galleries as McCaffrey Fine Art and Hauser 
& Wirth, a Gutai survey at the Cantonal Art 
Museum in Lugano, Switzerland, and 
“Tokyo 1955-1970: A New Avant-garde,” an 
exhibition now on view at New York’s 
Museum of Modern Art. Currently, the San 
Francisco Art Institute is showing a 
selection of Gutai paintings (through March 
30), and last March, Tokyo’s Whitestone 
Gallery filled its booth at the Armory Show, 
one of New York’s annual art fairs, with 
Gutai works.

The Guggenheim’s Gutai show provides a 
fitting complement to last summer’s 
National Art Center, Tokyo, exhibition; 
perhaps just by being seen in one of the 
leading modern-art venues in the West, 
Gutai art will gain a deserved foothold in 
international modernism’s still mostly Euro- 
and America-centric canon.

Ironically, over time, much of this art, 
whose impact originally was more visceral 
than cerebral, has come to look elegant 

(Yoshihara’s circles), sophisticated (Tanaka’s 
early calendar works) or, enticingly, 
obsessive and refined (Shuji Mukai’s all-
over, graffiti-like symbols). The 
Guggenheim’s exhibition, whose title comes 
from a remark by Shiraga — the artist once 
compared the Gutai group’s art-making 
spirit to that of a playground"— shows that 
the best Gutai works can still titillate their 
viewers’ senses, lift their spirits and, 
aesthetically, give them a good punch in the 
gut.

“Gutai: Splendid Playground” at the 
Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum in New 
York runs till May 8. For more information, 
visit www.guggenheim.org/new-york/
exhibitions/on-view/gutai-splendid-
playground. 
Edward M. Gómez has written about 
Japanese modern art for the New York 
Times, Art in America, ARTnews, Art + 
Auction, Raw Vision and Art & Antiques.

In New York, the Guggenheim goes Gutai

Matthew Larking
SPECIAL TO THE JAPAN TIMES

Rendered as “What We See” in 
English, the title of this show should 
perhaps more accurately follow the 
Japanese one, which would be: 

“Dream, Reality, Illusion?”
“Video” art is now mostly moribund 

because technology has changed, leaving 
that form of expression as largely digitized 
and stored on hard disc. Subsequent names 
for the new form such as “moving image” 
and “time-based” art have appeared, but 
those terms are divorced from the artist’s 
medium. It is as if we are being asked to 
take into account special characteristics of 
an art of movement that is being described 
as unfolding time. How this kind of visual 
artwork is significantly differentiated from 
cinema or YouTube, however, goes without 
explanation. A conventional expectation 
might be that the art form has a shorter 
duration, but there are about seven and a 
half hours of footage to see by 10 artists at 
“What We See,” and, unfortunately, little of 
it truly excites. 

On the opening day, the catalog was 
unavailable and so little context was 
apparent, except a brief write-up on the 
museum’s website announcing banalities 
about our so-called era of technological 
revolution and unprecedented hyperbolic 
daily change. Technologically inundated, 
the line between truth and fiction, it alleges, 
is blurred, and the artists in the exhibition 
are to make us wonder about the 
“whereabouts of truth.”

With truth as our guiding concept, we are 
then given several propositions, such as 
“Does truth exist in something that was 
created as fiction? Is reality truth? When 
reality becomes fiction, does truth begin to 
fluctuate?” 

With edgy questions formulated, 
however, no answers are given. Instead, the 

exhibition dissolves into mostly culturally 
relative sociological and political concerns 
that reveal more about individual societies 
and particular artistic predispositions. What 
the exhibition organizers seem to fail to 
acknowledge is that if the claim that “truth 
is relative” is true, then that very statement 
itself is relative and therefore it can also be 
false. Less concerned with objective, 
atemporal narratives, what are on display 
are the usual subjective ones.

Chia-En Jao’s “REM Sleep” (2011) is a 
documentary about the mostly shattered 
dreams of Filipino, Thai and Vietnamese on 
short-term migrant labor visas in Taiwan. In 
1994, the country enacted the “Go South” 
policy to prevent overinvestment in 
mainland China, and as of October 2011 
there were more than 420,000 immigrant 
workers in Taiwan — poor, estranged and 
often rejected by family members when 
they returned home. 

Three large screens show individuals, 
two of which, at any given time, are asleep. 
As a narrator reaches the culmination of a 
tale, the awake individual goes back to sleep 
and another rises to tell a story of hardship 
in which realities, dreams and nightmares 
merge. The larger “truth” extracted is that 
rich countries often exploit the people of 
poor ones and that families can do nasty 
things to one another.

In “The Visible Story” (2012), Pei-Shih Tu 
makes animations by collaging clippings 
from magazines and other pop culture 
sources, creating brightly colored worlds of 
singing birds, bountiful agriculture, smiling 
people and figures that rock back and forth 
awkwardly. The artist’s work usually directs 
attention to political atrocities that lie 
beneath such superficial worlds, though 
with no contextual documentation on hand 
it is impossible to delve deep into the 
unfortunately “invisible story.” 

Steve McQueen’s “Once Upon a Time” 
(2002) collapses into a kind of anarchy 

because without contextualization it is 
almost impossible to extract its larger 
purpose. He takes up the NASA Golden 
Record that was sent into space in 1977 on 
Voyagers 1 and 2. That disc was supposed 
to convey to extraterrestrials the story of 
human life on earth. McQueen digitized the 
imagery from that disc, but made his own 
audio track. His version included spoken 
greetings in 50-odd languages amalgamated 
with that most personal of communications 
with the divine — “speaking in tongues.” 
The result is the listener’s incomprehension 
due to the Babel, and this, apparently, is to 
convey to us humans what it would be like 
for an alien civilization to encounter ours.

Cyprien Gaillard’s “Artefacts” (2011) 
presents Iraqi imagery captured on that 
most pedestrian of technologies, the iphone, 
set to a repetitive sample from the song 
“Babylon” by David Grey, which becomes 
nauseating to listen to. You see some Iraqi 
architecture, ancient and modern, a 
graveyard, an eviscerated dog, and a 
montage of seizure-provoking swirling 
colors. Soldiers pick up the shattered 
remains of the ruins of millennial-old 
cultures while sporting high-tech guns. At 
best, this is a mildly exotic visual souvenir.

Other works in the show include 
“Souvenir 3” (2012) by Hiraki Sawa, which 
is groan-provoking for its attenuated 
magical realism, though his “Lineament” 
(2012) is far more successful for its formal 
and psychological abstractions. Eija-Liisa 

Raphael’s “Saint 
George” (1504-
1505) MUSÉE DU 
LOUVRE, DÉPARTEMENT 
DES PEINTURES

Box decorated  
with Arisugawa 
chrysanthemums  
by Kenzan 
Mitsuhashi (1907).  
PRIVATE COLLECTION

‘Me Melancholia’ 

Tsuruko Yamazaki’s 
“Tin Cans” (1955, 

refabricated 1986), 
from the collection 
of Barbara Bertozzi 
Castelli, New York. 

EDWARD M. GÓMEZ 

Bright lights in 
New York City: 
Atsuko Tanaka’s 
“Electric Dress” 
(above) of painted 
incandescent light 
bulbs, electric 
cords and a control 
console (1956, 
refabricated in 
1986), from the 
collection of the 
Takamatsu City 
Museum of Art. 
Left: Minoru 
Yoshida’s mixed-
media installation 
work, “Bisexual 
Flower” (1969). 
EDWARD M. GÓMEZ

Seeing the 
differences: 
Pei-Shih Tu’s “The 
Visible Story” (left) 
and Cyprien 
Gaillard “Artefacts” 
(below) illustrate 
the very different 
approaches artists 
are now taking 
when it comes to 
using film as a 
medium. 

Jiro Yoshihara’s “Circle” (1971), from the 
collection of Miyagi Prefectural Museum 
of Art, Sendai. COURTESY OF THE SOLOMON 
R. GUGGENHEIM MUSEUM, NEW YORK
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