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TADAAKI KUWAYAMA | From Work to Space

Text | Masanori Ichikawa Director, Aichi Prefectural Museum of Art

When we enter a gallery in a museum, a painting on a wall comes into our view. It is still an
“object” or “objects” — a painting or paintings. But as we approach the painting, it no longer remains
a simple object on a wall but becomes a special thing, a “work of art,” and we prepare ourselves to
face it. I think there is a line somewhere where our awareness changes. A line where we hesitate to
generalize and start to call it a “painting.”

Or maybe we are in a different mode of vision from the time we enter a museum. When we stand
before a “work” we sense that we are seeing differently from the way we see in our everyday life. We
are never unconscious that “seeing” a work is different from our everyday sense of vision.

Tadaaki Kuwayama’ s Brown, White, Blue (1968), which is on permanent display at the Aichi Pre-
fectural Museum of Art, catches our eye even from afar. The bands of three colors are extraordinari-
ly tall, measuring three meters in height, and appear quite beautiful even from afar, set off against
the whiteness of the large wall that surrounds them. But we will be perplexed once we approach
them to see them more closely. There is nothing other than the three bands of colors with glossy sur-
faces. On closer scrutiny, each color band is rimmed with a thin black line, then encased in a metal
frame, thus the work is divided into three bands. It is a work but, at the same time, it is three discon-
tinuous color panels put together. Furthermore, we have to step back to see the entire work because
its gigantic height makes us look up. The walls on both sides are brought into our vision, and while
watching the work becoming, more and more, a panel on the wall, we stare helplessly at a space
which separates the work from us.

Nothing goes there in the same way as in the past where paintings were called “tableaux.” We do
not get the answer we expected, leaving us perplexed. There is nothing in Kuwayama’ s work for us
to interpret. Indeed the artist himself declared in 1964; “There is no concept, ideology, philosophy,
logic, or even a painter’ s human nature.” We are not convinced, however, that what we see is all
and nothing more. Although there are no semiotic elements in Kuwayama’ s work, it makes us aware
of its relationship with the outside world. There is an expanse on both sides of the work which
invades our field of vision, and above all, it is the distance and space from the work of art which
makes the viewer stop and look. This distance in “seeing” does not fall through transparently and it
becomes an issue in itself.

Atsushi Miyagawa once expressed that the visual mode for a “work of art” is different from that of
seeing a natural object, and this difference is “the depth of seeing.” He argued that art has been dis-
cussed mostly in the context of naturalness of vision and regarded seeing a work in the same light as
seeing a natural object, thus omitting the depth of “seeing.” As a result, “art” has been discussed
only with the “visible,* "what is seen,” that is, “object.” Miyagawa emphasized the fact that a work
that is “visible” has been regarded as important and a viewpoint of seeing meanings in a work has
been systematized as “art.” He further argued that “tableau” was a system to make the fact as a
system natural by reducing seeing a work to the naturalness of vision, thus making the depth of
“seeing” transparent.

What makes Kuwayama’ s work incomprehensible relates probably to the way of seeing which Mi-
yagawa criticized. We feel awkward because we try to appreciate the work as a “tableau,” a “paint-
ing” and accept it as a system. It does not allow us to appreciate the “work” either mentally or sensi-
bly. This is due to Kuwayama being aware of “appreciation” and reinforces his criticism of a “paint-
ing” as being an object to be appreciated. Kuwayama went to the United States in 1958 and since



Gallery Yamaguchi kunst-bau

the contrast of colors he showed in his first solo exhibition in New York in 1961, he has been striv-
ing consistently to achieve dissonance rather than harmony, creating fissures in everyday sense of
vision. His attitude is probably familiar with the same issue of “seeing” in everyday life which was
pointed out by Miyagawa. Kuwayama drove a wedge between the relationship of creation and the
appreciation of a “work.” Kuwayama’ s criticism of the acknowledgement of an existing fact as natu-
ral is turned not only to a painting which simply exists as an object but also toward all “things” as
facts, like a system.

Perhaps we have already appreciated a “painting” — a “work.” There are such diverse “paintings”
in front of us, and each has elements such as color, form, image and support, of which a painting is
composed, and each viewer interprets what the relationship between these elements means, and its
degree of coherence as a work of art. Then a question arises that what is this object which we now
see as a “painting”? People would reply that that is a “painting,” then what is the meaning of “being
a painting”? If it is a painting, it is not a sculpture, a photograph, music nor a poem —it is nothing
but a painting. And what guarantees it is a painting is its distinctive characters created by the ele-
ments such as color, etc. which are peculiar to painting. There is a way to achieve the painterly
characters to the utmost by utilizing such elements maximally but such composing elements and pe-
culiarities are, at the same time, the primary factors to make painting distinctive and restricted. How
hard a “painting,” which exists there as a work, tries to be a painting, it does not go beyond the con-
fines of a relative world that it is not a sculpture. To be a “painting” means, at the same time, it is
merely a “painting.”

What Kuwayama criticized was painting as a “work of art.” The direction he took was exactly the
opposite to a painting trying to be a “painting.” His direction brought his work beyond the dimen-
sion of an actually existing painting, a “work of art,” as something to be seen, by reducing the com-
posing elements of a “painting” to the minimal.

I have emphasized the comparison in order to clarify the path Kuwayama had taken but it does not
mean all existing paintings are satisfied to remain there. I must say that there are not a few paintings
which are conscious of both aspects, -plus and minus, positive and negative- of the primary factors
which form a painting, and contain within themselves the negative factors about being a work. And [
see works which brought such negative factors to the fore historically was Minimal Art.

Atsushi Miyagawa states; “Has Minimal Art reduced art to an ‘object which does not mean any-
thing but itself” ? When every metaphysical meanings are removed from a work of art, Minimal Art is
reduced to the relationship between object and meaning which is fundamentally different from it
(art), in other words, reduced to the signification that means ‘art’ .” The words “Minimal Art” de-
scribe it well, it is not minimal painting nor minimal sculpture, but art. Painting and sculpture are
not the final purpose but means. In painting, it strives for “art” beyond painting by negating its own
nature as painting, that is, by breaking down its painterly characters and reducing them to the mini-
mum.

Kuwayama’ s words that there is nothing in his work were concerned with the level of art today
which was exposed by the fact that Minimal Art was not brought to completion as work. With the
fact that there is no meaning in a work itself, Kuwayama, taking into consideration the work’ s objec-
tivity (being an object), but not remaining merely being an object, pursued, in Miyagawa’s words, the
possibility of signification which strives for “art.” What is decisive here is that Kuwayama did not see
meaning in a “work,” nor acknowledge an actually existing painting but asked the existence of
“painting” itself.

That is why the words “absolute painting” follow his works. But it does not exist as a work, that is,
as a visible object. Nevertheless, by insisting on a “painting” itself which is not an “object,” the
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dimension of the absence of painting is revealed. It is not the level of whether it is a painting or a
sculpture but the question of the existence of painting, --does a painting exist or not? When the ab-
soluteness of “painting” is questioned, painting is nothing but a concept devised by mankind. But it
was not a simple matter to deal with as merely a concept. That is why Kuwayama’ s activity as an
artist, an endeavor to reveal the absence of painting, has been undertaken. It is not a level that if
one is not a painting then it is a sculpture. It does not matter whether what is visible is a painting or
a sculpture. The “work” — panels- are thick like a three-dimensional object, and there are recent
works which are even placed on the floor. Because the existence of painting is questioned through its
absence, the empty space around a visible “work” is revealed. “The absence of painting” made Ku-
wayama pursue “the absent painting” beyond the actually existing painting, man-made concept and
the light of spirituality on one hand, and the space which surrounds the work on the other.

What is visible, what Kuwayama installs as a work, is an entrance to the space where it is
installed. Such space is no longer a simple architectural or physical space but a space which strives
for the “absent painting” and is tinged with the absence of painting. This space is the very thing that
we perceive as “depth,” which enables us to “see” the work. What makes this realm of absence of
painting more pulsating than a mere void is the existence of “paintings” as a whole, a realm com-
posed of a multitude of paintings which are not there. Perhaps a multitude of paintings which are
commonly regarded as “paintings” with those very characteristics of painting that Kuwayama did not
acknowledge, countless “paintings,” are latent there. Although such paintings, each as a work, are
seen merely as “paintings,” it is true that they share the shadow of spiritual light, little sign, that is
painting.

While taking the style of minimal painting, Kuwayama has been pursuing the possibility of devel-
oping art beyond style. As long as it exists as an “object,” a “work” is destined to be appreciated as
well as consumed. What Kuwayama has done as an “artist” is to create a “work” which is not appre-
ciated nor consumed, i.e. absent painting, absent art. The space he produces is not consumed but
perpetually strives for new signification, something beyond what actually exists. What is currently on
display is one of his projects which was started in the Stiftung fur Konkrete Kunst, Reutlingen, Ger-
many, in 1995 and we will be led to an artistic experience where we intuitively perceive a given
space as having a new meaning.

(Translated by Tomoko Matsutani)



