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Shinpei Kusanagi's “The Ally’, (2011) | Courtesy of Taka
Ishii Gallery, Kyoto

For five years starting in 2007, Shinpei Kusanagi
(b.1973) made monthly serialized paintings to
accompany installments of Teru Miyamoto’s novel
“Mizu no Katachi” (“The Shape of Water”) in the
magazine éclat. Text and image had little to do with one
another, though the small, standard format paintings
(what the artist in fact refers to as “drawings”) centered
on views from Tokyo's Kiyosumi and Shirakawa
districts.

“Where Water Comes Together With Other Water,”
which takes its title from a book of poems by Raymond
Carver, is Taka Ishii Gallery, Kyoto's current show of 60
or so of these representational works, and the
subsequent distillation of those experiences into
abstraction. The narrative and connotative processual
ﬂowsassounedwld)d\cpassagcofwatcrmd&:vﬁ’s
poetry are found in the display of rep
mrageswhlchhavcnondesmdmmmnobcwcwed
in the order that they are lined up — like the flow of a
verse or of the rivers that course through the Kiyosumi
and Shirakawa districts.

‘The small paintings evince an alzogcdacfjapmcsc
aesthetic sensibility, with flowering morning glories
recalling Edo Period Rinpa painting, snowed-over pine
trees, inises, and cherry blossoms afloat the surface of a
river. The artist wandered the Tokyo environs making
small discoveries in the way tourists wander on the way
to somewhere of significance, then spot something of
interest along the way and take a picture. He then
worked these discoveries into a series of paintings that
offered ways of secing and honing in on Tokyo's
shitamachi (“downtown"), rather than on the more
common focus of neon lights or urban sprawl.

These works subsequently became the basis for the
larger abstract paintings that draw away from realism.
Conceived as a kind of ink painting or exercisc in

calligraphy (painted in one go and forgoing repainting), a

thin solution of paint was applied, giving the fecling of
suffused ink meandering through porous paper, similar
to a painting technique called i, in which ink is
deliberately allowed to soak in and spread. The flow is,
of course, controlled, as are modern waterways, though
there is always an el of ch in the painterly
application.

“Nowhere Now Here" is composed of circular rings,
dots and swathes of watery paint, and the title indicates
the significance of a place insignificantly found. The
painting is related to the earlier serialized
npnsamuoml imagery, its centered geomemc

being rep tions of the negative spaces
betvmcn the supporting pylons of a river-spanning
bridge found in the carlier works.
While Kusanagi's abstractions de-familiarize his carlier,
carefully rendered imagery, they do in a sense still refer
to specific landscapes held in memory — ones blurred,
diffused and near washed away, though recovered to a
degree in the publication of his exhibition-
accompanying book, “Kiyosumi and Its Environs.”
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It was the end of July, and | was in Kagoshima. It had been three years since my first and
only visit - right after the earthquake. I'd never thought I would go back so soon, I had no
real affinity to the city. Having taken care of my errands, | wandered the vaguely familiar
streets for the rest of the day. I soon got tired of walking around and watching the locals
pass by, and even though sun had not yer set, I entered a bar that looked decent enough
and had some kushiyaki skewers and hot shochu. Since there were no other customers,

1 spent some time talking to the bored-looking owner behind the counter. Before long |
was full and without much left to talk about, I asked for the check a little after 8pm and
headed off. 1 thought to myself, “I’s too early to return to the horel”, yet 1 was fecling full
and couldn’t ear anymore. As I pondered what to do, I remembered that the pub owner
had told me that there were several bathhouses in the area. A good bath and a few more
drinks sounded like a good option, and so navigating with my iPhone I walked the dark
streets. He had told me thar all the bathhouses in Kagoshima City used water from natural
hot springs as it was a city with a rich supply of water from an active volcano nearby.
walked past the arcade, turned left at the traffic lights, walked through the park, across the
big street and I was almost there. Looking up from my iPhone, I was suddenly filled with
a sense of deja vu. 1 had been there before. I had walked that exact street. But T knew that
was impossible... Somewhart bewildered, I entered the bathhouse. In the changing room 1
saw lockers with their locks broken, flower patterned tiles and a busted massage chair: by
then I was sure that I had been there before,

Taking off my sweaty shirt, 1 soaked myself in the bath. The water tasted salty, and I tried
to remember the last time I had been there. I had could ro Kagoshima for the firse time
three years ago, so that must have been it. Had [ come at night or in the afternoon? What
was I doing before that? Who was I with? I submerged myselfin the water, yeu still nothing
came to my mind. I thought that maybe the bathhouse was near the hotel 1 stayed at last
time, but I couldn’t remember the name of the hotel or how it looked. I started to doubt
whether last time had really been the first time [ visited Kagoshima.

In front of me, the bathhouse interior marched perfectly with the one in my memory,

but everything else was hazy and had no clear outlines, as if the bathhouse was a separate
memory, floating in a dark space. I remembered that in the alley near the hotel where 1
stayed, two sculptures had been installed. Or was it the hotel in Matsuyama where the two
sculprures were? Or Sendai, Okinawa, Kusatsu, Kyoto...? Memories of the places I had
visited started to merge together, and 1 became confused as to where [ actually was. | gave
up on remembering, got out of the water, dried my body and put my sweaty shirt back on.
1 put the wet towel on my shoulder and slipped on my shoes. As I opened the door, the
lady at the counter, who had been watching TV idly, said, “Thanks for visited again”. My
confusion reached its peak.
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