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EXHIBITION REVIEWS

Keiko Shimomukai, Umie (To the Ocean), Chinese ink, Japanese pigments, glue, 360 x 30 x 3 cm each. Atthe Chiba

Citizens Gallery INAGE Annex (Old Villa of Dembei Kamiya). Photograph: Courtesy of the Artist.

ings look, entirely coinciden-
tally, not unlike certain con-
temporary Australian Aborigi-
nal artwork, it is clear that
Kusama’s oeuvre cannot be
neatly classified into any of the
available categories of art his-
tory: she is just too much of an
individualist.

By contrast, the most re-
cent Yayoi Kusama exhibition
in Hiroshima provided suffi-
cient space between individual
exhibits, thereby creating con-
ditions for genuine apprecia-
tion of the artist’'s work. En-
titled Eight Places for Burning
Soul, and beautifully curated
by Hitoshi Dehara, this exhi-
bition was more modest in
scale than its Tokyo equiva-
lent. While fewer works were
on display, they were arranged
more thoughtfully and intelli-
gently. Visual arts students from
local Hiroshima tertiary institu-
tions had worked with the art-
ist to decorate the entrance of
the Museum with huge red
polka dots, lending itan appro-
priately carnivalesque air. This
collaborative and ultimately
more organic approach tapped
into Kusama’s roots as a per-
formance artist. The result was
that Eight Places for Burning
Soul was, in my view, consid-
erably more successful than the
Tokyo show.

Over the years Kusama
has succeeded in reinventing
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herself to the extent that she is
now not only an artist, but a
phenomenon, a marketing tri-
umph, a kind of elderly “Hello
Kitty” of the contemporary Japa-
nese visual arts world. But un-
like the iconic feline, under-
pinning Kusama's success is
substantial artistic talent, a gift
for performance, and a lifetime
of hard work. Recognition in
her own country may have
come rather belatedly for Yayoi
Kusama, but there is no doubt
that now she is deservedly en-
joying the strange fruits of her
unique vision.

Christine Nicholls

Chiba

Keiko Shimomukai at
Gallery Kizna

ive years ago, Keiko

Shimomukai made the

decision to move west
of Tokyo to Hinode-machi, af-
ter having worked there as a
forest volunteer for five years.
Nowadays, each morning, sur-
rounded by forest, Shimomukai
hears the musical calls of small
birds living in the woodland,
and listens to the flow of the
water in the nearby brook. Here,
life’s pace is unhurried, prompt-

ing Shimomukai to reflect upon
the problems of environmental
pollution and to ponder the
great cycles and transforma-
tions that occur in nature.

The change of environ-
ment and daily routine and the
subsequent intense period of
rethinking life’s priorities has
exerted a powerful influence
on Shimomukai’s art, leading
directly to her recent body of
work collectively entitled A¢-
mosphere. Works from Atmo-
spherehave been exhibited in a
solo exhibition and also as part
of a group exhibition. Chiba Art
Flash '04, held at Chiba Citizens
Gallery INAGE, where the works
displayed were of uniformly
high standard. This beautiful
gallery consists of an old villa
with Japanese-style rooms and
some Western-style rooms, and
other rooms that combine both
architectural styles.

When Shimomukai was a
child, the same building, and
the temple adjacent to it, looked
out upon the sea. Now the land
to the front of this formerly
well-appointed villa has been
reclaimed for urban develop-
ment, and from the same van-
tage point, stretching as far as
the eye can see, is an ugly
network of highrise buildings
and a soulless gray tangle of
highways.

Shimomukai's response
to this environmental degrada-

tion is a beautiful, lyrical site-
specific installation in the
tokonoma space of the tatami
room on the second floor of the
old villa that is part of the
Gallery. Shimomukai’s work,
entitled 7o the Ocean, com-
prises two hanging scrolls made
from Japanese washipaperand
painted with traditional Japa-
nese inks and glues. The scrolls,
adorned with deep indigo blues,
curve elegantly towards where
the ocean used to be, simulat-
ing the gentle flow of water. In
creating this installation,
Shimomukai has not only made
work that is aesthetically pleas-
ing, gracefully harmonizing
with the tatamiroom, but also
offers, in visual form, an impor-
tant environmental and social
commentary. 7o the Ocean has
been cleverly conceived and
splendidly realized.

One senses, on the part
of Shimomukai, a deep wistful-
ness and possibly even feelings
of contained anger about the
violation of such a peaceful
setting. After all, only a few
decades ago, in the space of
Shimomukai's own lifetime, she
could gaze out upon an unin-
terrupted view of the sea from
the precise spot where she has
located her tokonoma installa-
tion. To the Ocean therefore
provokes many questions in
viewers who now look upon a
landscape brutally awash with
unsightly man-made construc-
tions. Are there in fact no limits
to so-called “development?” Do
we, as human beings, have a
future if we are incapable of
putting a stop to it?

Atmosphere comprises
many works, underpinned by
the same general ideas and
philosophy, referencing the
critical importance of our sur-
roundings and the environment,
particularly water. This theme
re-emerged at Shimomukai’s
recent solo show at Gallery
Kinza. The Kyoto Protocol
aside, the metaphorical and
actual smog shows no sign of
clearing. We need artists like
Keiko Shimomukai.

Christine Nicholls
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