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Takako Azami Exhibit
Shogo Otani

Some of you reading this article may not have had the
opportunity to see Takako Azami's one-man show.
[deally, you would be reading this after having taken a
200d look at the paintings for yourselves, but now that

the show 1s over, we will have to make do by starting
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with my personal experience. May I preface my
remarks by saying that what I am about to write may not
necessarily be in accord with those who have seen her
paintings, nor indeed, with Azami's own thoughts about
her work.

A work of art, inevitably, has a slightly different impact
on each individual. It follows, therefore, that there i1s no
one correct interpretation. What 1s important is the
process whereby each person, moved by a work of art
in his own way, carefully examines its effect on him and
tries to express this in words. By comparing this with
the reactions of others, he discovers new ways of
seeing. This kind of interchange gradually enriches
one's visual understanding. I would be pleased if the
ideas presented here contribute, in some small way, to
this process.

I first saw Azami's paintings under less than ideal
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conditions. It was at the crowded opening reception of
the show. But it was also precisely these circumstances
that allowed me to make certain discoveries.

Initially, as my view was obstructed by the many
reception guests, I was unable to get back sufficiently
from the paintings and could only gaze at the surface
details. Azami depicts trees in a distinctive way by
using Chinese sumi ink on linen paper. Clearly recog-
nizable branches occupy part of the panel while other
areas are accented by elliptical brush strokes spilling out
across the plane. There is a play of dark and light
intensities, and the branches themselves are delineated
in black and white by sumi. The interplay of a variety of
brush strokes creates a complex space. (Speaking with
the artist I found that she starts painting from the back
of the paper. The white areas are created by first
applying a traditional glue called nikawa and then going
over them with sumi.) The intricacy made possible by
this technique extends to every section of the painting.

At first, it was the illusion created by these sections of
layered strokes that engaged me. Later, as the gallery
became less crowded I was able to stand further back
from the paintings and see them in their entirety. It was
at this moment that I was surprised by a sudden reversal
between what I had taken to be the painted-in dark areas
and the white ground. Accompanying the perceptual
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shift was a tlurry of rustling sounds, as though a sharp
gust of wind had suddenly disturbed the massive trees.
Astonished, I studied the paintings, alternately going up
close to them and then stepping back. Upon closer
examination, I noticed that great care had been taken to
allot equal value to the black drawing and the white
ground. The streams of black elliptical dots mentioned
betore had been applied in so many layers that the white
ground 1tself looked like clusters of white dots.
Furthermore, the branches, rendered partly in black sumi
and partly in white by the nikawa, were a complex blend
of both. The result was unmistakably a single giant tree
but this 1s no mere reproduction of a tree. Azami had
borrowed the form of a tree to shake us out of our
conventional way of looking at things.

This is an uncommon occurrence. It is unlikely that I
would have experienced such a phenomenon if I had
simply dropped by the gallery and looked at the
paintings from a normal distance. It is an experience
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that came only from contemplating the paintings for
some time. Seeing these paintings and the act of writing
about the fe lmos they called up from within hdx
changed my way of lookm y at things. My perceptions
could change again after hearing about other responses
to these paintings. [ would welcome hearing about your
impressions for it 1s through dialogue and discussion
that our visual capacities are tempered and educated.

Curator, The National Muscum of Modern Art, Tokyo
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