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On the Series 'Energy’ by Keiko Shimomukai

Kazuo Amano, Curator at O Museum, Tokyo

I first came across paintings of Keiko Shimomukai when she
resumed her career in 1988 after a five year break. I have
since paid much attention to this prolific painter experiencing
mixed feelings and reactions to her paintings because perhaps of
her rather unsettled and continuously changing style.

Shimomukai, who began her career at the end of the 70s, might be
labelled as one of the last generation of painters who put
excessive significance to review traditional concept of painting
and to identify themselves as painters continuously asking why
and for what they should paint. In her resumed activity,
however, it seems that she has been determined to include in her
works more challenging aspects while remaining very much
conscious of conventional components of painting art, and that she
has not stuck too much to a serious and often unrewarding
attempt to theoretically seek new horizons of painting art and to
review her identity as a painter.

The artist tried to depict moving shapes by disrupted and
spasmodic strokes in her early works which exemplified a conflict
between the physical act of painting and images. Her efforts
then gradually moved towards expressing distorted and oblique
movements through drawing a number of arcs. Although she
had already established a biomorphic human-like figure marked
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Gallery in the same year, she made a full use of dosa as one of the
key techniques.

After the transparent process of dosa drawing on square paper,
the artist repeats subtle colouring with great sensitivity. = Her
wavy brushwork formulates outlines of figures meeting with,
mixing with and sometimes absorbing the already drawn dosa
lines. Starting from each side of the rectangular ground, she
continues to draw these complicated figures whose inner
structures are transparent instead of their membranes separating
themselves from outside.

A space is always left over in the centre of the scene filled with
those intricate and overlapped shapes. The space is probably an
inevitable consequence due mainly to her choice of materials,
namely Japanese paper and India ink.  These pictures with a
marginal space may remind the spectator of some kind of vase
and therefore can be categorized as 'a painting as a vessel.'
These works mirror the movement of a life phenomenon in the
womb.

The title to each of earlier works of the series consisting of the
identical phrase 'Happy Birthday To You' and the date of
completion of each work expresses the artist's reverence for
transformation of various shapes. In her erotic, complicated but
still transparent painting as a living 'creature' which shows her
quality as a colourist, the colours, it seems, are not directly
presented before the spectator but begin to shine in unity from
the depth of the ground after being absorbed and synthesized.

She adds the precautionary and initiative dosa strokes to white
Japanese paper, anticipating the forthcoming colouring by India
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with contour lines, the artist became inactive after finishing a tour
de force filled with highly patterned sign images in 1983. In
those paintings various shapes, undulatory, circular or spiral, were
dancing on huge canvases.

However in her earlier works prior to the series EFnergy, the
painter was not entirely successful in finding out the right
direction to which expressions should be headed and these
expressions were inevitably no more than a display of superficial
improvisatory patterns.

The works immediately after the inactive period remind me of
somewhat transparent short poems, as it were, in which a
repetitious process of painting and deleting using both acrylic and
oil paints results in an effective representation of the interaction
among shapes on rectangular canvases.  Although these works
illustrated the painter's lyrical quality as well as her further
developments in colouring and shaping, they still remained a
static representation of harmony between circles and organic
objects.  This may suggest that the artist wanted to restart her
career feeling a sense of felicity as a painter.

Shimomukai took yet another turn.  Since 1989 she, with more
insightful depiction, has tried to include more straightforward
movements in her works by changing materials to Japanese
pigments and India ink on washi, or Japanese paper.  Started
with a rather reckless improvisation, the artist has developed her
unique application of a traditional Japanese technique called dosa
which is basically used as a precautionary measure to prevent
paper from being blotted.  Here she applies the technique as a
positive way of drawing. In the paintings exhibited at Kobayashi
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ink. Giving colouring to it, the previous dosa process appears
like a negative print. The painting can be perceived as a cubic
delineation in which the two layers correlate each other from the
very beginning. The drawings both positive and negative meet
each other and produce complicated and multi-layered forms.
Since she changed the title of the series to Energy the painter has
tried to more deliberately hide spiral and arch-shaped images,
drawn based on the length of her arm, within the dosa drawing
as a negative print, while she has tried to formulate a substantial
flow of description with the ink and pigments which is
accompanied by a three-dimensional illusion. Shimomukai
deliberately applies the traditional and common technique of dosa
as her major painting strategy.

She has shown new dimensions of awareness in the series since
1991. The artist uses larger paper with a black band on each
side.  She uses more rectangular grounds in her latest works,
though she used to favour predominantly square ones, and this
results in a horizontal expansion of the ground which reminds us
of byobu, or Japanese folded paper screens. This coincides with
an increasingly developed narrative feature in her recent works.
The egg-like and sperm-like biomorphic images come closer or
pull each other, and this may create a dangerous consequence that
the expression turns into a patterned depiction of life cycle to
illustrate a microcosm just before a personification of it begins.
Images of transformation of life floating in the Fallopian tube and
penetrating a membrane (1993, Gallery Natsuki) and of
germination spread on a wintery landscape (1993, Kobayashi
Gallery) are described.  In these pictures the plain, unified and
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narrative description replaces the previous complicated and
intensive description.

However in Fnergy '94, the colours are fairly controlled and the
vague floating areas illuminate from darkness. Here the painter
leaves straightforward description of life and tries instead to
extract life from the art of painting itself that is a relation of
phenomena as expression.  She again uses the dosa brushwork
and arc figures floating on or confronting in a spiral movement
around the edges of white running bands.

As | have mentioned before, the subtly coloured and glittering
white band with its mouth wide open appears following the dosa
drawing. The two processes are independent and guaranteed an
autonomous movement in a somewhat intensive relationship, and
this avoids an easily expectable, clichéd consequence due to
overelaboration. We can instead often see an unexpected and
bizarre power dominate these works.

The works exhibited at Galleria Chimera in 1997 should be
memorized as her great achievement. Some of those works will
be reexhibited on this occasion. 1 felt in these paintings
something mysteriously stupendous as if [ had encountered an
essential area of massive outflow for the first time.  The dosa
brushwork and the black band have  strengthened their
autonomous status and fly up in spiral and continue to move.
The shapes are neither simple and solid nor patterned, and a
power rising from deep darkness gradually covers the scene.

Although I have not seen every picture to be shown at this
exhibition, what I do know is that the egg-like shape is again
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involved in a big floating movement. The painter must have
changed a great deal after encountering a spiritual existence in
works for her last exhibition. The white fluid bodies confront
each other all over the scene and the egg-like shape is held like a
core in the cubic flow, as it were. The splashy movement of
dosa shows somehow concretely the relationship between eggs.
However, the painter has continuously renewed the expression of
Energy by consolidating and exploding the balls.  This is a place
where the air moves like winds or clouds and life forms come
together in liquidity.

With her shift in choice of materials, from oil to acrylic, India ink,
Japanese pigments, and from canvases to Japanese paper, her
works always involving movements have developed relying upon
the phenomenon of absorption and scatter. Her reliance on
water materials and the traditional Japanese craftsman mentality
of esteeming 'naturalness' gives her both security and danger.
She is however fully aware of this and her works in which
everything starts to move suggesting everything has a life show
that the continuous movements are not self- sufficient.

The works of Energy are neither a mere complacent and emotional
expression by the artist nor a highly narrative illustration, but a
representation of motive power of unshaped things. 1 look
forward to her further development in future works of the series
when these insecure eggs break once again.



