Winter Garden: The Exploration of the Micropop Imagination in Contemporary Japanese Art
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Ryoko Aoki

Ryoko Aoki mainly works in drawing. Her drawings connect
apparently far-fetched objects through the analogical
resemblance of details. Emerging from simple lines that trace the
outline of objects, or through the accumulation and dispersal of
thin, trembling lines, dissimilar figures such as flowers, bones,
rivers, and mountains come together and exchange places. |
This constant transmutation and evocation of images through
metonymical details resembles the process of association, while

the condensation of heterogeneous elements into one organic

picture recapitulates the structure of dreams. Pastoral images

of a garden, populated with girls and animals, repeatedly

appear in Aoki's imaginary world. Its expression has become |
increasingly fragmented, especially since 2002, with the series
of drawings entitled Animal Land, in which small figures of
animals, drawn in simple outlines, are juxtaposed with each
other within a flat pictorial space. In Aoki's recent works, small
fragments of everyday objects are scattered all over the picture
plane, simultaneously evoking the outcome of childlike mischief
and the division of cells, while images of children and animals
emerging out of a single continuous line suggests the creation of
the world on a micro scale.

Her 2009 installation of drawings, entitled The sun, consists of
fourteen drawings containing the images of trees, varied patterns,
embroidery motifs, and map-like structures, together with pieces
of brightly colored paper and fabric. In this work, the process

of disintegration and reconstitution is presented on different
levels, with images simultaneously dissolving and taking shape,
through fold-like patterns and dispersing and accumulating lines,
connecting such disparate elements as tree leaves, a compound
of rose petals, and a link of flowers and small animal-shaped
toys that also recall patterns made by sediments on the sand. The
flickering effects of such images find resonance in the glitter of
the shiny surface of colored paper. It is a system that suggests,

in spite of its fragmented outlook, the organic connection of all
living things involved in the endless process of decomposition
and reconstitution.

Born in Hyogo, Japan in 1973. Graduated from Kyoto City
University of Arts (M.A.) in 1999.
Lives in Kyoto.
2005 © HAMMER PROJECTS Ryoko Aoki,
The Armand Hammer Museum of Art and
Cultural Center at UCLA, Los Angeles
2006 « Psychic Scope, Space*C, Seoul 1

2007 © documenta 12, Kassel, Germany
The Door into Summer——The Age of Micropop
Art Tower Mito, Contemporary Art Gallery, Mito
2008 « When Lives Become Form : Dialogue with the Future
The Museum of Modern Art of Sdo Paulo, Sdo Paulo |

Curatorinl [ ¥ i, Mosami Tsubouchi
(Hara Museum of Conteli Art) 3
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Ryoko Aoki KN

The sun 2009,
mixed media
©Ryoko Aoki
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Piggyback 2009

pen on paper, 14.7 % 10.0cm
©Ryoko Aoki
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Spring Snow 2009
pen, watercolor on paper, 25.1 X 18.2cm
©Ryoko Aoki
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the plan for carving wooden child 2009
pen on paper, 27.5 X 18.5cm

©Ryoko Aoki
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fiction house (parts) 2009

pen, watercolor on paper, 42.0 X 94.6cm
©Ryoko Aoki
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Sun over the rock a hundred prayers 2007
pen on paper, 35.2 X 25.1cm

©Ryoko Aoki
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worm farm 2009

pencil, watercolor on paper, 37.0 X 45.0cm
©Ryoko Aoki
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Tam Ochiai

Since the beginning of his artistic career in the late 1990s, Tam
Ochiai has created a flexible pictorial and installation space for
the free play of imagination. In individual pieces of drawing, or
installation that combines paintings, drawings, videos and objects,
such heterogencous elements as letters and images, figurative and
abstract forms constantly interact and tum into one another. The
surface of his canvases are frequently painted white, suggestive of
a blank notebook page that invites a spontaneous act of doodling
and induces the imaginative mixing of disparate fragments of
knowledge and experience. In this heterogeneous space, paint
traces become parts of figurative images, as bright smears of paint
turn out to be parts of pencil-drawn human figures.

Ochiai’s 2007 installation of over 100 drawings entitled Eternal
Soup and Sudden Clarity (1996-2007), based on a series totaling
over 300 drawings done in 10 years, embodies the continuous
emergence of images from fragmented details and random play
of lines and brushstrokes, transmitting the process of association.
Ochiai continuously explores elusive but humorous devices to
change the spectators’ perception. His drawing entitled drawing for
cat slide (2007) presents the figure of a cat sliding down a slope

as a play on a black curvilinear line on a straight diagonal line,
repeated with variations inside nine boxes constituting a grid on

a 152 by 223 cm piece of paper. His 2007 painting marionette
shows a headless figure disappearing into meshes of vertical

lines and black triangls, leaving obscure traces of humanity such
as shoes, a pair of stockings, and a dress. He adopts a playful
expression, which is emblematic of the imagination that makes

a trivial phenomenon a source of fiee association and a resource
of his unique interpretation of the world. His works provide a
perceptual playground, which allows the spectator to reenact the
imaginative transformation of banal objects, through the use of
their own senses.

Bom in Kanagawa, Japan in 1967. Graduated from New York
University, New York (M.A.) in 1993.
Lives and Works in New York
2005 - 25 Years Deutsche Bank Collection,
Deutsche Guggenheim, Berlin
2006 © occhialli & libreli, Arndt & Partner
Zurich, Switzerland
2007 « scratching, blood or cat carving,
Tomio Koyama Gallery, Tokyo
¢ The Door into Summer the Age of Micropop
Art Tower Mito, Contemporary Art Gallery, Mito
2008 * Tiam O'Shian IV, Team Gallery, New York

drawing for cat slide 2007
color pencil, pencil on paper, 152.0 X 223.7cm
©Tam Ochiai

Courtesy: Tomio Koyama Gallery
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Tam Ochiai

malionnette 2007

acrylic, color pencil on canvas, 203.5 X 136.0cm
©Tam Ochiai
Courtesy: Tomio Koyama Gallery

a gentleman in the forest 2007
acrylic, color pencil on canvas, 46.0 X 38.0cm
©Tam Ochiai

Courtesy: Tomio Koyama Gallery

castel beraneer 2007

acrylic, color pencil on canvas, 39.7 X 30,0cm
©Tam Ochiai

Courtesy: Tomio Koyama Gallery
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Lyota Yagi

Lyota Yagi uses familiar technological items and devices as
records and videos, mediums considered to be the kind that
“anyone can use to obtain the same result.” He uses these
mediums in an idiosyncratic way that detaches the objects from
their conventional usage. By doing so, Yagi releases sounds that
exist in everyday phenomena, but which normally evade notice
and rational interpretation, He creates situations in which the
audience experiences the breakdown of a recognizable form of
expression by distorting the vehicle of that expression, enhancing
it with a playful performance, such as the act of kneading a picce
of clay on a rotating record disk, which was demonstrated in the
2006 video, Portamento.

In his representative work, Viny! (2005-8), an instructed
performer plays a disk of ice on a record player. The disk is
created by freezing water in a silicon mold that reproduces the
grooves of an audio record on the ice. As the disk is played, heat
generated by friction causes the grooves to melt and the melody
to gradually disintegrate into the repetition of mere sounds.
Liberated from the cultural associations conveyed by the melody,
the sounds directly appeal to the listeners' senses, or evoke their
personal memories. In tracing the process in which the sounds
resume their anonymity and physical impact, as faint echoes

of a disintegrating musical piece are persistently reiterated, the
audience is led to experience time differently. The varying length
and nature of the performance brought about by the specific
conditions of weather, temperature, and the audience imbue the
listening experience with a singular character, While inheriting
the spirit and method of concrete music inspired by John Cage,
Yagi’s Vinyl also retains a uniquely Japanese sensitivity to the
significance of the vanishing phenomenon. 1t elicits a meditation
on the ephemerality of life and its endless cycles, which are
symbolically reenacted with the repeated disappearance of the ice
disk and its reappearance each day during the performance .

Bormn in Ehime, Japan in 1980. Graduated from Kyoto University
of Art and Design. Lives in Kyoto.
2007 - Exhibition as media,

Kobe Art Village Center, Hyogo

criterium70: Lyota Yagi,

Art Tower Mito, Contemporary Art Gallery, Mito
2008 - Circuit, Mujin-to Production, Tokyo

OPEN SPACE 2008. emergencies!

008: Lyota Yagi [Kai-Ten],

NTT InterCommunication Center [ICC], Tokyo
2009 - Re:Membering - Next of Japan,

Alternative Space LOOP, Soul

Vinyl 2005~8

silicone, purified water, record player, freezer
©Lyota Yagi

Courtesy: Mujin-to Production, Tokyo
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Koki Tanaka

Koki Tanaka works mainly in video, in which he documents
transformations of banal everyday objects, motivated by his
playful interactions with them. His videos feature images and
sounds made by objects in motion, such as the rotary action

of a tape measure snapping back to the normal position after
being pulled out by a human hand, or sneakers tumbling down

a staircase. Tanaka’s focus on pure occurrences and their effects
dissociate objects from their usual functions, reasserting their
unique existence as “mere things.” At the same time, his videos
reveal the beauty of geometrical forms hidden within natural
phenomena or banal commodities. What is revealed by Tanaka’s
videos is the basic interdependence between objects and the
human mind. The observation of objects as pure anonymous
bodies interacting with other bodies enables human perception to
go beyond the limits of conventional thinking, causing random
phenomena to be imbued with aesthetic values and philosophical
speculations. Tanaka's 2005 video Cause Is Effect records

the process in which a chain of association is evoked by the
analogical connection indicated by geometrical forms found in
everyday objects, as well as by the flickering effects in natural
phenomena. Presenting the act of mind through the trajectories
of objects and their formal correspondences, the video indicates
Tanaka's interest in uncovering the latent potential of human
perception, which can be spontaneously released by the physical
and psychological impact of one’s encounter with “mere things.”
The video Light My Fire (2002) is a testament to the ability of
Tanaka's video to reveal the symbolic potential of a banal event.
A fuse bumns in a tentative fashion, sputtering as if it might go
out at any moment, and yet continues to burn. By recording such
a simple event, he evokes the endurance of the fragile and the
obscure, as if to signify the continuity of a modest but tenacious
imagination that sustains itself under unfavorable conditions.

Born in Tochigi, Japan in 1975. Graduated from Tokyo University
of the Arts in 2005(M.A.). Lives in L.A.
2004 « Roppongi Crossing: New Visions in Contemporary

1975 ARRA T N,
20054 F HORBRRF R F BB L IME T, LA e

Japanese Art 2004, 2004 © [AAARZ Oy ¥V HAREROH LVEZE2004]
Mori Art Museum, Tokyo BRI, Bl

2006 - 2006 Taipei Biennial: Dirty Yoga, 2006 © [RILETYF—12006, 5 —F 1 - I}
Taipei Fine Arts Museum, Taiwan AL, AT

2007 - Qut of the Ordinary: New Video from Japan, 2007 - [Out of the Ordinary: New Video from Japan}
The Museum of Contemporary Att, T BV ARSI, 0 BV A
Los Angeles, 2008 « [ 7R Y >4 —1 Annual Report: A Year in

2008 - The 7th Gwangju Biennale, Annual Report : Exhibitions] Cause is Effect 2005
A Year in Exhibitions, p ) NS DVD (Imin.29sec.)
GG 2009 - [V TNy 2 AF v =R 9 RAAN T F 2], ©XKaoki Tanaka

2009 -~ Simple Gesture and GISLEEN Courtesy: AOYAMAMEGURO
Temporary Sculpture,

AOYAMA | MEGURO, Tokyo
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Turning the Lights on 2007
DVD (5min.7sec.)

©XKoki Tanaka

Courtesy: AOYAMAMEGURO

Koki Tanaka

Cause is Effect 2005

DVD (lmin.29sec.)

©Koki Tanaka

Courtesy: AOYAMAMEGURO
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Light My Fire 2002

DVD (3min.3sec.)

©Koki Tanaka

Courtesy: AOYAMAMEGURO
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Hiroshi Sugito

Hiroshi Sugito is representative of the Japanese painters who
emerged in the late 1990s. Working with figurative forms, he
attempts to stimulate spectators’ senses, and communicate the
open-endedness of drawing through the formal arrangement of his
painting. Since early in his career, he has integrated geometrical
patterns into his landscapes. Triangles, trapezoids, and ovals are
transformed into such figures as a tower, a mountain, a bridge, or a
pond that recur in his paintings with changed size and proportion.
This correspondence between figurative images and geometrical
patterns conveys the impression of an elastic world, in which
things easily evolve into each other through the consistency of a
basic structure. Brightly colored dots and lines that connect details
to other details also turn out to be parts of images, reinforcing

the impression of a world in perpetual formation. Sugito has also
adopted a compositional format recurs in many of his paintings: a
rectangular window with curtains drawn on both sides, showing
the space inside, which can be interpreted as either the interior of
a room or the space outside. This structure has been transformed
into heterogeneous images, such as a path to the woods, a road

to the sea, or the expanse of the universe. Sugito’s skilful control
of texture allows him to evoke such physical effects as tactility,
luminosity, and a sense of warmth and coolness, conveying

the impact of his paintings beyond the picture frame, The three
paintings included in Winter Garden embody the continuity of
his formal structure and the flexibility of his technique. Starry
nights (1992) and to the mountain (2007) present similar house-
like structures with windows, while showing a marked difference
in the application of paint and its effect, one being matte and
nostalgic, the other fluid and ephemeral. The predominance of
formal play is also emphasized in o the emerald sea (2006), in
which the free extension of bright pastel-colored lines and color-
fields nearly drowns out the motif of a window with curtains .

Born in Aichi, Japan in 1970. Graduated from Aichi Prefectural
University of Arts. Lives in Nagoya.
2006 * April Song, The Sculpture Garden Museum
Vangi Museo, Shizuoka
Focus, Modern Art Museum
of Fort Worth, Texas
2007 * The Door into Summer——the Age of Micropop
Art Tower Mito, Contemporary Art Gallery, Mito
2008 - The 7th Gwangju Biennale, Biennale Hall,
Gwangju Museum of Art, Gwangju, Korea
2009 - Marc Foxx, Los Angels

l";ﬂ"

it

PR

N

i (TR T W o

<
&

BIELEZE

starry night 1992

acrylic, pigment, paper on panel, 182.0 X 242.0cm
(©Hiroshi Sugito
Courtesy: Tomio Koyama Gallery

47



43

|
- Hiroshi Sugito

to the mountain 2007

acrylic, pigment on canvas, 140.0 X 200.0cm
(©Hiroshi Sugito

Courtesy: Tomio Koyama Gallery

1o the emerald sea 2007

oil on canvas, 45.6 X 53.0cm
©Hiroshi Sugito

Courtesy: Tomio Koyama Gallery
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Taro Izumi

Taro Jzumi makes his performance by using everyday objects and
the specific conditions of a place, and documents his performance
on video. He also sets up a video installation using an interstitial
space, such as corridors and staircases. Seemingly comic, trivial,
and absurd, his performances nevertheless release, through
humorous distortion, spontancous actions that convey the matetial
presence of the human body, or which reveal the obscure activities
of the human mind incommensurable to rational interpretation.

In the process of his actions, Izumi frequently transforms the
meaning of banal objects by “using” them playfully, displacing
them from their functional usage. His 2005 video Curos Cave
(2005) documents a performance in which he doodles ona TV
screen, tracing the outlines of human figures that appear, adding
more details, and then erasing the drawing as the scene changes,
in order to start a new drawing. Izumi'’s action becomes more-
frenzied as the smeared traces of previous drawings fill the screen,
making the task more difficult to execute. The screen, with its
residue of crased lines and color fields created by the breakup of
the TV images of Izumi's drawings, comes to resemble a work

of abstract art. By carrying out the simple and absurd task he
imposes upon himself, Izumi derives a kind of “action painting”
from the banal object that is the TV set.

In another 2006 video entitled Llama, Izumi plays back cries

of animals and birds in response to pictures appropriated from a
children's encyclopedia, giving expression to an irrational part
within himself through the childlike act of mimicking. Another
example of action painting induced by acts of mischief is the
2009 video White Bear, in which a stone is thrown into water,
causing water to splash over a watercolor drawing. The outlines
of the picture start to run, leaving behind traces that resemble the
brushstrokes of an ink painting.

Bom in Nara, Japan in 1976. MFA in Painting, Tama Art
University in 2002. Lives in Tokyo.
2007  Out of the Ordinary: New Video from Japan,
The Getty Center, The Museum of Contemporary Art,
Los Angeles
2008  Between Art and Life, Centre D'Art Contemporain
Genéve, Genéve
Magician's Bread, Solar Eclipse, hiromiyoshii, Tokyo
Chimney Sweeper, Azt 39 Basel, Statement, Basel
2009 My attempt to build a mountain ended up
with a hole wide open, NADIfY a/p/a/t/t, Tokyo
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2007  [Out of Ordinary: New Video from Japan]
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2008  [Between Art and Life]
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Curos Cave 2005
DVD (8min.37sec.)
Courtesy: hiromiyoshii
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Liama 2006

DVD (2min.20sec.)
Courtesy: hiromiyoshii

B

White Bear 2009
DVD (1min.58sec.)
Courtesy: hiromiyoshii
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Mahomi Kunikata

Mahomi Kunikata's painting captures the dark side of the adolescent
psyche with an expressive style influenced by erotic underground
cartoons. She continually addresses the story of an adolescent
brother and sister as spiritual twins. Frequently set in such nostalgic
situations as an athletic meet or a night fair, Kunikata’s paintings
unfailingly depict cruel scenes of murder, dismemberment, and
monstrous transformations, in which the boy becomes a victim and
the girl a witness, and at times, an innocent victimizer. Such pictures
simultaneously reflect the adolescent girl's terror of bestiality
lutking within herself and her longing for a rebirth and reunion with
her spiritual double through a painful sacrificial act, a violent death,
or dehumanization. Since her debut in 2005, Kunikata has presented
her internal myths in a unique visual narrative cultivated in the
series of paintings entitled Sound of Body and Mind Freezing.

This series uses a picture plane divided up into boxes like a comic
book page to convey a narrative sequence. In these boxes, words
and images from different moments and levels of experience are
juxtaposed with each other and integrated into an intense panorama
of adolescent inferno. Her 2007 painting The Useless Cave is a
powerful embodiment of the adolescent fear of and fascination with
transgressions of rational boundaries. A girl sleeps on the ground
surrounded by a bed of crystals and triangular construction site
markers; a message on the ground commands her to turn back, and
a tiny figure, who is her brother, waits at the end of the

road, embodying the call of reason. A tentacled creature and other
ominous figures hover in the water outside the cave, and together
with disintegrating slices of pizza whiz, indicate the risk of yielding
to one's desires. With a fork in her right hand, she stabs her own
knee, an act signifying her effort to maintain her sobriety. Kunikata's
painting is a contemporary moral allegory of the contradictions of
the adolescent mind.

Bom in Kanagawa, Japan in 1979. Graduated with a degree in
illustration from the Graphic Design School of Nippon Design
College. Lives in Yokohama.
2005 - Kaikai Kiki Booth, NADA Art Fair, Miami
2006  March of the Absent Friends,
Reflex Gallery, Amsterdam
2007 - Art Amsterdam, Amesterdam RAI, Amsterdam
Tilton Gallery, New York
2008 - Reflex Gallery, Amsterdam
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Girls' Festival for Defeated Soldiers 2007
acrylic on canvas, 116.7 X 91.0cm X 2.5cm
©2007 Mahomi Kunikata/Kaikai Kiki Co., Ltd.
All Rights Reserved.
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The Useless Cave 2007

acrylic on canvas, 90.7 X 116.5 X 2.5cm

©2007 Mahomi Kunikata/Kaikai Kiki Co., Ltd.
All Rights Reserved.
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Sound of Body and Mind Freezing: The Story of the Balloons 2007
acrylic on canvas, 162.0 X 136.0 X 3.0cm

©2007 Mahomi Kunikata/Kaikai Kiki Co., Ltd.

All Rights Reserved.
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Aya Takano

In her drawing and painting, Aya Takano depicts the ambiguous
psychic state of the adolescent, oscillating between adulthood and
childhood, femininity and masculinity. Her pictures frequently
feature asexual boys and girls endowed with long thin limbs and
flat chests, with twin-like resemblance to each other. They inhabit
a future earth with genetically transformed animals and plants,

or float within a boundless realm that simultancously recalls the
bottom of the ocean and outer space. Takano's pictures reflect the
influences of new wave science fiction--the experimental science
fiction genre that emerged during the 1960s and the 1970s,

which the artist enthusiastically read as an adolescent. From this
literature, Takano inherited such themes as mankind's

expansion into space, mastery over time, the uncertainty of
human identity and gender, and the search for one’s place in

the indifferent universe. Adopting a drawing style reminiscent *
of Japanese girls’ comics, Takano resurrects the proto-feminist
projects of the 19705’ cutting-edge girls' comics, in which the
themes of spiritual androgyny, cross-dressing and cloning were
creatively pursued to give allegorical representation to Japanese
adolescent girl's search for spiritual independence. In addition to
providing the image of flexible identity, Takano also projects the
inner myth of feminine transformation, especially in her paintings
during the 2000s, represented by such works as The Bus Trip
2006 (2005) and Tokyo Tower (2003). In these paintings, an
ordinary girl's encounter with a miraculous omen in the midst of
urban squalor and her subsequent transformation into the chosen
one are presented as an allegory for spiritual salvation in a dry
and materialistic age. Takano's utopian vision persistently depicts
a young woman’s attainment of freedom and the power to live
through the flexibility of her existence. This vision is reflected

in the three pieces of drawing included in the Winrer Garden
exhibition, in which an adolescent girl is envisioned respectively
as a fernale warrior, a water spirit, and a modern Venus growing
her flower garden under the sea .

Born in Saitama, Japan in 1976, Graduated from Tama Art
University. Lives in Yokohama.
2006 * City Dog, Parco Gallery, Tokyo / Parco Gallery,
Aichi
Aya Takano, Musee d'Art Contemporain; Lyon
2007 © Wild dogs, hawks, owls, cats,
a landfill the size of 44 and a half Tokyo Domes,
the statosphere, Galerie Emmanuel Perrotin, Miami
2008 * Galeric Emmanuel Perrotin, Paris
2009 © Skarstedt Gallery, New York
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Princess Treehopper's Call To Arms And Dreams 2009
pen and watercolor on paper, 21.0 X 29.8cm

©2009 Aya Takano/Kaikai Kiki Co., Ltd.

All Rights Reserved.
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