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KUSAMA Yayoi, TATSUNO Toeko,
TANAKA Atsuko, CHOI Wook-Kyung,
YANG Kwangja, ISHIKAWA Yukie,
TSUGAMI Miyuki, YANG Shih-Chih,
HSUEH Pao-Shia, CHANG Sang-Eui,
AHN Mija, CHEN Hsing-Wan,
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The curatorial research of The Herstory of Abstraction in East Asia
started with the proposal of putting “abstract art” in quotation marks,
which suggests an open-ended contemporary perspective. By inviting
female artists from three East Asian countries—Japan, South Korea,
and Taiwan, we explore alternative ways of defining “abstract art”
through retrospective reflections on the historical trajectory of abstract
art from the post-World War Il era to the present. We also address the

particular issue of how to respond to contemporary painting.

The keywords of this exhibition are“East Asia,” “abstraction,” and “female.”
This curatorial research explores the trajectories of many female artists'
abstract painting careers, as well as the new artistic genealogy in the East
Asian culture affected by Western Modern Arts. By casting a spotlight
on the hitherto neglected area of abstract painting by female artists
in East Asia art history, the exhibition fills up this vacuum with an

indispensable historical perspective.
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Accumulation of the Corpses (Prisoner
Surrounded by the Curtain of
Depersonalization)

oil and enamel on seed sack, 72.3 X 91.5cm
Courtesy and Copyright: The National
Museum of Modern Art, Tokyo
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Suffering from illusion since childhood, KUSAMA Yayoi has cultivated a
peculiar “bias” inherent in her gift and mind. Although painting for her might
be one of the ways to achieve a balance out of such a “bias”, the early work
is still confined to a spiritual portrait of her inner world. The premier stage of
creation after her arrival in the USA joins the previous “Polka Dot” series and
yet, it distinguishes itself with the net-covered tableaux, i.e. the “Net Painting”
series. The creation of KUSAMA springs always from the “peculiar bias of the
gift and mind”, in other words, “paranoia”. The public is particularly concerned
about what kind of art such a paranoia delivers to her. What the artist
endeavors via painting space to reach is no more than an equivalent “essence”
which suits appropriately and equally with the openness embraced by the very
bottom of her heart.
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UNTITLED 94-6

oil on canvas, 259 X 194.3 cm
Courtesy and Copyright: The National
Museum of Modern Art, Tokyo
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As the first generation of post-war baby boomers, the painter TATSUNO Toeko,
starting from the impossibility of the “painting of no hope” , initiated a series
of creative attempts in the late 1970s. Some of these continuous developments
or unsuccessful attempts concern the “form” , some the “base” and others
oscillate between form and base— “amplitude” of which her painting consists.

Some of the portrayed “images” are drawn from the world visible to the eyes,
while others are generated naturally from the darkness in the heart. The former
comes from the experiences but is still selected by the artist; the latter can be
said to emerge suddenly and directly from her unconsciousness. We might in
general associate the so-called genesis of the darkness in the heart with the
things related to mind, sentiment, spirit and emotion. Her work as a medium
unfolds the inner darkness of the human beings which contrasts with the
tangible world of vision and forms a competitive yet nurturing painting space
between her creation and sombre human nature.
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Drawing after “Electric Dress™

water-based ink, crayon, water color on paper, 109 X 77 cm
Collection and Courtesy:

21st Century Museum of Contemporary Art, Kanazawa
Photo: Atsushi Nakamichi / Nacasa& Partners
©KanayamaAkira and Tanaka Atsuko Association
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TANAKA Atsuko's representative piece Electric Dress and other related works
were created around the 1950s when the artist was about in her thirties.
Since then, Gutai group had been well reputed internationally and Electric
Dress was thus reproduced several times by invitation. However, in the next
fifty years or so, TANAKA focuses on painting. The artist's creation begins
with the movements of the hand, body and feelings, and enters actually into
another level of “expansion” rather than a simple one. Anything can be a clue
to painting, but after the graphic experiments of the early period, she found
that the concrete form could not result in a significant development. She
quit temporarily the painting and tried to create Electric Dress. By such an
experience, she realizes that the most suitable expression of the “amorphous
(informel) development” will be the combination as such: circles with the
entangled, connected lines above. The floating circles connected by the
sophisticated lines forms gradually an informel “development”.
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Experiment No.3

paper collage on panel, 134 X 80 cm
Courtesy and Copyright: National Museum of Modern and
Contemporary Art, Korea
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CHOI Wook-Kyung was one of the earliest South Korean artists to study abstract
art in the United States. As a vanguard that ushered in new energy for abstract
art in Korea, she was unfortunately met with an untimely death in the mid-80s.
On view in this exhibition are artworks CHOI created when she was in the United
States, between the periods of 1963 to 1971 and 1974 to 1978. She was influenced
by Arshile Gorky, Willem de Kooning, and other artists, but also incorporated her
own unique expressive style in these iconic artworks. Most notably, she used the
technique of collaging to augment the way colors and lines were applied, with her
efforts to search for her own subjectivity revealed by such endeavor. Experiment
No.3 (1968) presents the process of deconstruction and reconstruction discussed
in formal theories and shows the experimental technique of collaging which she
used to reflect on everyday life. Fate of Human (1975) is a black-and-white painting
with drip-like, fluid techniques that shows the influences of Franz Kline's creative
approach and gesture. The piece became a prototype for an ensuing series, including
paintings inspired by American choreographer, Martha Graham, and artworks

created in 1976 that depict and express extreme primal human physical pain.



(HE (2)) Installation (2)
2013-2016 oil, ink, egg tempera on paper
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YANG Kwangja traveled to study in Germany in 1968 and has since been based in
Switzerland where she actively engages in her art practice. She graduated from the
Berlin University of the Arts, where she was first exposed to abstract art. YANG
depicted the West and East divide in Germany in her abstract paintings and also
the Cold War period with conflicts between democracy and socialism. The color
blocks and fluid lines in her paintings all seem to suggest a transcendental world,
with gestural symbols of Eastern ethos embedded in the paintings. Korean Writing
(1968-1969) is one of her iconic works that bring together Korean “sign” and
German abstract “signifier”. She also worked with tempera pigments on canvas,
which is seen in the series, Mountain Path, that she created from 1971 to 1973.
She has been painting with tempera pigments and ink on traditional Korean paper
since 2005, with qualities of penetration and counteractions created to convey
a phenomenon of infinite cycle with the materials applied. Her Installation (4)
(2016-2017) projects a dynamic that extends out from the center of the paintings,
with a circle formed in a multi-colored realm that points back at essentialism.
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IMPERMANENCE 3 — All That is not Timely
oil on canvas, 227.5 X 182 cm
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ISHIKAWA Yukie starts with purely “empty” graphic space with an aim to go
beyond Minimalism. To present the painting space as an self-sufficient existence,
she does not adopt unconditionally the shapes in the real world and yet chooses
a multi-layered approach. One the one hand, the artist invokes the “shape” from
the photos of real objects published in the print media and thus introduces “the
other” into the tableaux. The conscious citation of the element of “the other”
generates a resistance which the artist is able to wield, for the print media, as
ISHIKAWA once said, possesses an “intensity as a fact”. On the other hand,
she produces a good many of “layers” on the tableau, including “the other” , to
create an irrealizable structure of simply overlapping layers as revealed in the
Impermanence series. Through the experience of impermanent creation, the
artist actually perceives the practice allowing time to be part of the painting
expression—as long as the impermanent structure can be realized, it is possible
to express time in painting.
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View, on the Banks of Thames, 4-14
May. 2014

pigment, glue, acrylic and mixed media
on canvas, about 130 X 211 cm

Photo: Hideto Nagatsuka

Courtesy: ANOMALY © Miyuki Tsugami
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The subject matter of TSUGAMI Miyuki always focuses on the landscape. For
her, the landscape is everything that surrounds her rather than the seated
sights from a tour bus because “we are also part of the landscape”. Sketch is
too a kind of memory: some of vivid shapes and colors, others of “perceptible
ones”. The so-called sketch is a series of attempts to fully capture the specific
landscape that we are facing or live in reality, and yet, for TSUGAMI, the
“full capture” does not mean to keep the specific shapes and colors as they
are but to feel: confirmed by the hand and body while recorded by sketching.
Some sort of the “base” in her formal work has been accumulated by the rich
sketches and supports the creation. For the artist, sketch has already become
a kind of “space cognition”, an endeavor to grasp the space itself, and the
landscape depicted as such has gone further beyond the depicting of landscape
itself. This is the very painting space where her work was born and transformed
by the artist to different unfoldings.

(EOE > RESET) Untitled

2019

ink, cotton paper collage on canvas

S WACPE R A - 200 X 450 2353 200 X 450 cm
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A distant look of YANG Shih-Chih's latest work Untitled will give us an
impression that it is a bold work accomplished with one breath and yet of
great momentum driven by ink lines. A close look will yet draw our attention
to the multi-layered collages of which the piece is made. The method can be
even viewed as a reversed operation of the traditional ink painting that values
“significance over brush”. The artist has no preset image in mind before the
creation, and instead, she draws graffiti with ink lines or handy droppers, brushes,
bottles etc. on the rice paper that is reversed later and cut into pieces. Then with
broken brushstrokes, the artist has gradually created by collage a graphic space.
From 2004, YANG has employed such a method as a self-challenge to unbound
the dominant concept of seeing and stereotyped aesthetics. The public can
see clearly from her early oil painting that the artist has been via the creation
“exploring the visual experiences of multiple co-existence”. She believes that
whether the experience is abstract or realistic, it is actually included in the
overall viewpoint of daily vision, but “seeing” will never be an easy task.
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Lateral Represent

acrylic on canvas
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By questioning the history of abstract art over a century in the Occident, the
abstract paintings of HSUEH Pao-Shia from 1983 up to now has unfolded itself
in several stages represented by the seven participating works. The multiple
stages of creation and transformation in the works are related to an exploration
or extension of the definition of abstraction as well as a response to the history
of abstract art. Each creation is a touch of the kinetic momentum of the visible
and invisible in her living world. In the dialectic dialogue of multiple time and
space, the painting develops a new connection between history and reality and
in so doing replies to the realistic challenge nowadays. Situation in 2016 is the
first work of 3 pieces to challenge to the painting of larger size and possesses
a lightning explosion and raging colors in the space full of inner dynamic, like
Moving Light in 2018. By Reflexibility in 2011, HSUEH employs freehand circles
in the surging linear structure to create a “micro-space” between the graphic
and the kinetic. Comparatively, the new work Lateral Represent, based on the
monochromatic layer allowing the audience to feel the oncoming linear tension,
highlights a contrasting comparison.
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Soul
color ink on ramie fabric, 131.5 X 113.5cm
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CHANG Sang-Eui creates art using ink and colors to construct unique worlds
with shades and hues. Her creative career began in the 1960s, and since then she
has transitioned from semi-abstract work into full abstraction. In her painting
work, My Story (1989), she showed her own experience from her formative
years and also presented semi-abstract artworks depicting the Korean War and
the democratization of South Korea. Incorporating the traditional Korean color
spectrum in the color scheme of the five Korean traditional colors in her artworks,
she applied the colors ingeniously using light ink techniques. CHANG is known
for art created with intricately intertwined colors and shades of ink, and her
piece, Axis of the Light (2019), profoundly fully shows the innate beauty that the
medium ink possesses. The transition from the abstract Art Informel to Korea's
modern art movement is observed in CHANG's artwork Soul (1989), which is a
paper-based mixed media artwork. With this piece, she used tangible materials
to conduct a candid experimentation with creating abstract layers using ink.
The endeavor also shows CHANG's attempt to return back to a more traditional
context amidst Korea's democratization in the 1980s.
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AHN Mija's art departs from images and symbols derived from texts, with
a temporal quality constructed to immerse the viewers in a new, detached
dimension. In other words, AHN regards depicting a world beyond abstraction
with painting as the objective of her creative journey, which she also
considers as a way to express the meaning embodied by texts and words. In
the recent decade, AHN has been working on the series, SeiSei-jaKu/aKu,
which she paints by ink on cotton with gestures of layering and overlapping.
The approach applies the materials used in an interconnected way, with each
step, each gesture aimed at pushing towards a higher spiritual realm. AHN
specializes in using water and ink to create different levels of intensity and
lightness, with ink's intrinsic quality once again focused on. AHN's art could be
considered an accrual of temporality. In addition to showing abstraction with
images of texts, her art also presents a process of abstraction that transcends
beyond materialism.

B BRI No.1) War and Peace No.1

1995

AW > 237 X 440 X 28 N4 mixed media, 237 X 440 X 28 cm

[5R] 7 25 9 S e L3 Collection of the National Taiwan Museum of Fine Arts
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Plunging herself in the field of abstract creation from the early 1980s, CHEN
tried to incorporate the materials such as paint, plaster and gauze into the
painting structure. In 1994, she was fascinated by putting clothes into paint
(or glue) as she once mentioned that “when it dries out, it will be hardened as
if the energy was injected with vitality”. Dedicated to her father CHEN Hsia-
Yu, Wounded Sadness in 1999 is in artist's own words “a piece completed by a
wounded heart and a crying soul” for she cannot return in time from abroad
for her critically ill father. War and Peace No. 1 incarnates the artist's mournful
thoughts over the chemical war, massacre and vivisection in human history.
Impressions of Germany: from Gorecki-Henryk's Symphony No.3 is another
creation after the artist hears a prayer from a mother to her son, victims in
the Nazi concentration camp. Through the powerful transformation of the
painting and artist's mind, her creation undoubtedly supports and confirms her
own words: “what | am looking for is the pure, natural, direct, unmodified and

unpretentious essence, and the spiritual power rooted in the land and nature.”
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A5y X 21k + 180 X60 X 19 44}
X 2 + 180 X 150 X 19 2443
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Untitled

FRP, baked paint, 180 X 120 X 19
cm X 2,180 X 60 X 19 cm X 2,
180 X 150 X 19 cm

Collection of the Taipei Fine Arts
Museum
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Through the dismantlement of the painting carriers (pigment, picture frame,
canvas) as well as the examination of the existence and expressivity of the
painting, HUNG Yi-Chen reproduces by rollover the finished work and refines
with coating the surface quality to represent the hand-painted texture. The
artist in so doing creates another zero point of aesthetics beyond the Western
painting history, and extends by the experiences of diversified media the
visual orientation of graphic painting, i.e. the possibility of installation and
space. “The reproduced representation” has become a kind of painting method
consisting of the multi-remade work which deconstructs and reconstructs
the interpretation of the form of graphic painting. Reconsidering the history
of graphic painting into the creation, HUNG not only brings the audience
into the site of the artist's viewpoint in the painting, but questions again the
essence of painting in her own creative practice. In the visual image of nearly
geometric monochrome, the artist showcases a creation of extreme immediacy
and responses to the pursuit of the pure art form in the dawn of the Occidental
abstract art.
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