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“A Journey into the Space of Yayoi Kusama (A Review of Yayoi Kusama: Eternity-Modernity
Retrospective Exhibition, Kyoto National Museum of Modern Art, January - February 2005)”
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Norma RESPICIO, Visiting Research Scholar, Nichibunken

The positioning of the placards that spelled out the name
Yayoi Kusama lined in front of the museum building, yet at
a distance from it set at once a contemporary tone. It delin-
eated and transcended the museum space. Space —and jour-
ney into it— is what the exhibit is. The artist and the viewer
explore it to its limitless eternity. And the very act of explor-
ing space foregrounds the corporeality of the self as it is
dissected in and fused with space until it is nowhere.
Kusama’s works, whether they be 2-D, 3-D, installations or
multi-media productions, are filled with a cacophony of
forms — globular and tubular, dots and nets that interplay
with light celebrating all of life’s stages, even death.

The Kyoto Museum of Modern Art as the venue of the
artist’s works was exploited to the fullest in the installations.
The glass panes of the upper level facade of the building
formed one big screen depicting people in motion and a
metallic globe that glittered as it revolved. The very posi-
tioning of the installation “The Heart of the Universe,” tran-
scended both the given exhibition and viewing spaces. Un-
wittingly viewers on the street and within the glass panes
become part of the whole imagery. When seen within the
glass panes, those on the street along with the greenery and
the imposing torii are reflected on the metallic globe; and
when seen from the outside across the street those milling or
loitering near the object become part of the animated com-
position. The same effect of play on space is achieved in
“Narcissus Garden” where glistening metallic balls are
strewn with abandon along one side of the museum hallway
and traverse the space within as they are reflected against
glass panelled walls to fuse with the green grass in the patio,
and the viewer’s body appears in variegated distortions on
the surface of the metallic balls in their concrete and reflected
forms.

The interaction of viewer and the plastic object and the
integration of the former with the latter are modern art con-
cepts adeptly and eloquently explored by the artist in her
lights and glass panels and multi-media production “I’m
Here, but Nothing.” The corporeal self could appear in mul-
tiplicity or in disembodied form against cherry red ground
of limitless horizon filled with rounded forms as in “End-
less Love Room.” But the highest aesthetic feeling is cre-
ated in “Fireflies on the Water,” where tiny lights of varied
colours seem to flicker as they are set on pitch black space
of glass panels and water beneath to create unfathomable
depth and calmness, soothing the viewer’s senses to medita-
tive reverie and effects a sudden realization of the minute-
ness of the individual in the vast universe. Similar feeling is
sensed in her “Infinity Net” series of immense canvases filled
with continuous line drippings of thick hub bock paint or
bright web-like lines pulsating against the black ground.

The retrospective exhibition reveals the inner emotions of
the artist in her expressionistic collages that “obliterate” the
subject which is herself in nets or swashes of paint com-
bined with cut out objects that result in a negation of the
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Freudian subject and in a manner that echoes in one
instance Frida Kahlo’s self-portraits. Negating and/
or revealing the human body in its physical self as
nude are recurring motifs in the artist’s performances
from 1968-70, dramatizing in a uniquely personal
fashion a universal political statement of protest
against the Vietnam War and the havoc it was wreak-
ing on nature and humanity.

Yet the artist confronts the coldness of death in a
girlish ritual of an installation where clothes on hang-
ers are pinned on the walls and shelves; kitchen uten-
sils are strewn on the floor and a dressing table all in
silvery white is filled with a bevy of protruding phal-
lic forms. And yet in another instant death is cel-
ebrated with all pomp and gaiety as a journey to the
next world on a boat full to the brim with (again!)
phallic forms in joyous fuchsia pink. There is stark
irony in depicting death with an abundance of phal-
luses stacked against forms and objects signifying
womanhood. The installations “Desire for Death”
and “Ceremony for Suicide” done in the mid-70s
precede Terry Eagleton’s After Theory on death: the
acceptance of its reality makes us all the more relish
life and live it with abundance (Eagleton 2003).

And so throughout her career, even in her recent
works, the artist continues to interrogate human life
and nature celebrating it in a burst of hues from sunny
yellows (e.g. “Pumpkin”; “Earth in Late Summer”)
to carmine reds (“The Moment of Regeneration”) in
huge canvasses, 3-Ds or installations on tables and
shelves that reveal the woman in the artist. My fa-
vorite “Stamens in the Sun” is a refreshingly poetic
allusion to woman as the bearer and nurturer of life.
The youthful vigour within her highlights physical
mortality in a limitless space. Her materials of cloth,
fibres, polymer, and metal bridge the arts and crafts
with modernist eloquence.

Finding and dialoguing with her works has pro-
vided in me a deeper significance of the physical-
cultural space that is Japan and enriched the social-
political narrative of a Filipino’s journey in contem-
porary temporary existence.
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