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Geometry and Organism Seiji Oshima

“TOKYO SETAGAYA MUSEUM DIRECTOR"

Jose Vanegas from Bogota, Colombia has studied at the Kanazawa College
of Arts under a grant from the Japanese Government, and | found myself
smiling a little wrily when he told me recently how he came to go to that
particular college. Apparently an official of the Ministry of Education told
him that Professor Kiyoshi Takahashi was teaching sculpture at the Kanazawa
College of Arts and it would be best for him to go there. Vanegas then went to
Kanazawa to look up Takahashi who had known nothing about it. The fact
itself is not momentous, but | smiled because the story, though entirely
coincidental, seemed too good to be true.

When | first saw Vanegas's works in Kanazawa, naturally introduced to
them by Takahashi, | found them so like Takahashi's that | thought | could
understand why the young artist had travelled all the way to this distant
country to study under that teacher, too rashly as it turned out. | also
inadvertently confused Mexico and Colombia, completely forgetting that
Takahashi had stayed in Mexico and Vanegas is from Colombia. Until | heard
Vanegas tell his story, | had been assuming that the two had known each other
abroad. Come to think of it, that does not make sense. Takahashi returned to
Japan quite some time ago and Vanegas has just turned 30, and their ages do
not fit my conjecture. In addition, when | was shown Vanegas's portfolio of
works recently, | saw he had been making similar wood sculptures even before
he came to Japan. Then, since an official at the Ministry of Education cannot
be expected to know the styles of these two artists, why did he introduce
Vanegas to Takahashi? Amazingly, the teacher-student combination turned
out to be superbly fitting. It was at this strange coincidence that | was induced
to smile a little wrily. Another reason for my smile was that in telling me the
story, Vanegas himself looked much amused.

Once we know the background, actually Vanegas is none other than
himself, essentially different from Takahashi. He formally began his aritstic
activities in his native city of Bogota when he was around 25, and he went
through a period of thoroughly realistic sculpture. At one time he persistently
pursued the likenesses of his mother and other family members and at another
he attended dissections at a medical school and made works which could be
mistaken for anatomical models of the human body. Those sculptures with
exposed bone structures and muscles are in themselves representations of the
magnificent structure called the human body and as a natural consequence,
they have become closely constructivistic works. To take the human body
apart into components and to reconstruct the body using those separated
components — obviously Vanegas made such a way of creation firmly his own
through the process. From that phase, he turned himself to erotic female
nudes which remind us of prehistoric venuses, and then those sensual curved
forms were reorganized and simplified, attaining his inorganic and abstract
style of today which combines rather geometric shapes, spheres and solids
with straight surfaces. It means that his present style is not a derivation from
Takahashi’s but is a result of something inherent in himself.

| asked the artist what caused this big shift from expressionistic, unordered
emotion to clear-cut geometric abstraction, and Vanegas replied that the
change had come about little by little so gradually that he was not conscious
of it. That explained something for me. Vanegas's present works look terribly
ordered and formal on one hand but on the other there is a quality that
strangely deters them from becoming completely inorganic and geometric
abstractions. Although they are clearly “ordered”, they retain in them some
organic forms that are certainly alive. As the artist says, although his works
have changed, the transformation has been gradual and there is a consistent
thread running through them. At present, Vanegas is especially interested in
using hardwood to make compositions of marquetry-like compactness, but
even that is firmly rooted in the anatomical composition of the human body
which he studied so thoroughly when he was making his start. Here is a
sculptor of no mean potential.

(Translated by Mie Kakigahara)
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Density and Dustballs

Jose Vanegas has titled
one of s sculptures '*Vacuum
Packed,” but that title could do
for the entire exhibition. The
young Colombian artist, who
has been working in Japan
gince 1983, shows stacked,
blocky totems carved [rom
keyaki wood. )

The surfaces are hard, the
grain is tight, the edges are
crisp, and the works have a
terrific visual density. Yet they
are not really vacuums, or
black holes of gravity either. In
thé first place, their compac-
tion is interrupted by interior
spaces, so that although the
schilpture does not reach out
into space, space reaches into
it. And in the second place,
the apparent weight is not
enough to make these immova-
ble objects; in fact the multiple
el in each may
be turned, or their order rear-
ranged. Each element is fin-
ished on every side so that any
fage may be presented.

Maybe that's the explanation
for the cubic quality of the ele-
ments: Vanegas must make flat
faces so that any one can also
be a stable base. It is essential
for his concept of flexibility,
ahd participation by the owner.

As understandable as that is,
the result is not wholly satisfy-
ing visually because the ele-
ments sit so flatly that they
ware static. A vertical, repetitive
column might be expected to
subtly suggest growth, but
Vanegas' structures lack a
sense of incvitable relationships
of parts. They seem rather to
be formal accretions of cle-
ments stacked together like
childrens' blocks. The part-lo-
part relationships of nolches,

ality, hard on the outside but
intimate and warm underncath,
that he believes is captured in
his sculptures. Perhaps the
sense of pressure from all sices
expressed by the work also has
to do with environment. And |
would suggest that the ubigui
tous geometry and modularity
of Japan have affected his
work. (The effect seems prob-
able when you compare this
work to that of a [ew yecars
ago by looking at his slides.
The earlier work is vastly
more organic and overtly
sensual.)

At the same lime, his work
has obvious precedents in
Western sculpture. A prime ex-
ample is Constantin Brancusi's
cubic figures entitled "The
Kiss)" And long before Brancu-
si, that blocky shape was found
in stone sculptures such as the
sguare body of Gudea in an-
cient Sumerian arl or the car-
ly Greek kouros (standing
male), which presents four es-
sentially separate views rather
than one continuous sculptural

ARTS

By Janet Koplos

entity. So it is with Vancgas'
totems. But he has sacrificed
as much as he has gained with
this cubic guality.

of time about Antoni Clavé's
1960-1985 work, now at the
Metropolitan “Teien Art Muse-
um. Much of it looks old. A

p g protr and
ledges are not convincing, final,
and “right" looking. But it
goes with the concept, 1 sup-
pose: if a particular arrange-
ment were “right,”” why would
anyone re-stack the parls?
Vanegas says that the shapes
and character of his works re-
flect his experience of Japan.
He mentions stone lanterns
and the accumulative structure
of kanji as inspirations, and he
also describes a certain person-

ber of pieces are identified
fas being in homage to Picasso,
which is not a surprising obei-
sance considering that Clavé
was born in Barcelona in 1913,

bind thus lived in the shad

paints crumpled paper, and
also uses the real thing, plus
torn-edge paper, plus dripping
paint. They're not very in-
teresting. The works don't
scem molivated by any mean-
ing, but mercly by an offhand
interest in appearance—that is,
formalism, or surface.

There's an unattractive qual-
ity of neither-here-nor-there
about them, unredeemed by
any sense of becoming. They're
not expressing the spirit of the
material, they're not adding the
reality of actual material as
collage can, they're not showy
trompe l'oeil depictions of the
materials. They're not symbol-
ic, not textural, not colorist,
not expressionist, not medita-
tive, not gestural. They're
merely slightly repellent mess-
iness, visually equivalent to
dustballs under the bed or
crumbs in the bottom of the
box.

And the scale is not right.
“The oil and collage combina-
tions are large, often nearly
two meters across. They look
unnaturally big. They are more
than body size, but have no
suggestion of growth, expan-
sion, bursting bonds. They're
just big and awkward. The size
overcomes the intimacy of col-
lage, and its usual directness. |
have an odd sense that Clavé's
works are removed from reali-
ty, distanced, put on hold, ar-
tificialized. Something that was
real has been put under glass.

This may be a growing prob-
lem for Clavé, because the

—TTeres something oddly oul - earliest works in the show do

not suffer this liability. "'La
Nappe,” (1960) is texture, col-
lage, and abstraction with plen-
ty of force lo it. Even the 1975
“Empreinte D'Aretes,” using
fabric and wallpaper patterns,
has a directness that gives it
life. The 1982 collage “'A Don
Pablo™ has tangible malerials
clearly ipulated, giving it

not only of that lamous com-
batriot and precursor, but of
IMiro and Dali as well.

The works that seem most
#'s own are his oil and col-
¢ combinations from the
1980s, concerned with the

vigor, although it doesn't ad-
vance from Picasso's starling
point.

When he adds oil, Clavé runs
into trouble. 1 think the diffi-
culty is that by painting the
collage, he abstracts and in-

ualities of materials. Cla tellectualizes the elements and
accidentally loses whatever
quality attracted him in the

“Cathedral,” wood, 60x56x45cm, 1985. Jose Vanegas,

first place. The problem is

¥ fed when the works
lare placed under glass. The
rlass, although transparent,

“A Don Pablo,' collage,
65x50cm, 1982. Antoni
Clavé,

blocks the ability of the paint

and paper to communicate.
The end result has the dead-
ness of a poor photograph of a
painting. The reality of collage
is enervated.

Takako Kamo's exhibition
of paper objects is a reminder
that everyone has lo start
somewhere. She has a good
idea that could be developed
into fine functional or decora-
tive objects, but at present it is
marred by poor craftsmanship.
KKamo uses strips of washi,
some with pastel coloring in
them, and at some point along
the length of paper she twisls
it 1o make twine. She makes
the strips into wall hangings
and light fixtures. The lights
are disfigured by too-open sides
that reveal the bulb too clearly
and by the glued overlap
where the strips are joined
down one side. One altraclive
wall hanging seems to be in
the process of yielding, of fold-
ing in on itself, and manages
to allude to both animal and
vegetable nature. But it's hung
with a dark press-tack.
Amateurism.

Jose Vanecgas through
May 31 at Gallery Nis-
shin, 4-3-13 Ginza, 2F,
phone (03) 567-0287, 11
a.m.~7 p.m. Catalog availa-
ble.

Exposition Antoni Clavé
through June 30 at Tokyo
Metropolitan Teien Art
Museum, 5-21-9 Shiro-
gunedai, Minato-ku, phone
(03) 443-0201, 10 a.m.-6
p.m. Admission 1200.
Catalog available,

Takako Kamo through
June 4 at Orb, 4-4-42
Minami Azabu, Minato-ku,
phone (03) 440-1920, 3
p.m.-8 p.m.
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EGG-SHELL POTTERY stem
cup, Neolithic Age, late
Longshan Culture, h. 17.5 cm.

inces to pay part of their tribute
in stones, destined for palace in-
struments,

From this same long epoch of
human development we have
finesse of form which may show
the above story to have truth —
that beauty as well as love for
aesthetics and entertainment
clouds back into infinite time
(whether infinity goes back or
forward or around is up to phi-
losopher mentors).

The Neolithic egg-shell black
pottery stem cup, with ils slim
ringed neck, bears interesting
resemblance to the ringed arms
of circa 2000 B.C. dancing
maidens of the Indus Valley
civilization found at the Mohen-
jo-daro site in India.

Time and burial have
wreaked their powers on num-
bers of the Shang bronzes in the
show to soften sharpness of ex-
ecution and change patina, as
with the owl wine vessel of the
late Shang Dynasty (B.C. 1523-
1028). The bronzes, ene mark of
the finest ancient Chinese
craftsmanship, are of varied
survival stages, and there are
some superb specimens in the
exhibit.

By BARB

Longshan Culture, 81 x 31 cm.

fers to olden-day stones held by
ropes which were used to thresh
rice. The blade of one support is
impaled by a tool, and the other
two sprout golden twigs. The
show is accompanied by three
12-minute video programs in
Japanese about the artist and
how he works.

Takubo graduated from
Tama Art University in 1972. He
has shown in Japan and
Europe, and is included in pub-
lic collections such as the Hok-
kaido Asahikawa Museum of
Art, the Sogetsu Art Museum in
Tokyo and the Ohara Museum
of Art in Kurashiki. At present,
until Oct. 11 of this year, he has
an installation at Isetan Dept.
Store's “Designers’ '’ Space in
Shinjuku.

Nisshin Gallery, 4-3-13 Ginza,
tel. 567-0287 (closed Sun.):
Wood with metal sculpture by
Jose Vanegas (b. 1954, Bogota).
These are of smoothed, lustrous

The Week in Art

A THOREN

wood combined forms, often
with metal accents. Careful
attention has been paid to har-
monies of different wood
grains, curvatures and planes
which in their variety within
composition are sometimes re-
miniscent of “Chinese puzzles"
with rhythm. They are complex
and intellectual, and as well
rendered sensual through the
polished wood's natural colors.
Vanegas, a 1982 M.A. Fine
Arts from the National Uni-
versity of Colombia, in 1983 was
awarded a scholarship by the
Ministry of Education, Japan to
do postgraduate studies in this
country. At present he lives and
works in Kanazawa. He has
been included in numerous
group shows, among them the
49th Shinseisaku at the Tokyo
Metropolitan Museum last
vear. This is his second one-
man show in Japan. He also has
published two books on art.

JOSE VANEGAS—"Man Mummy" (1985), wood computer part,
63 x 32 x 32 cm.

45.9 cm.

KYOJI TAKUBO—"Ruins’" (1985), wood, concrete, iron, gold,
oilstain, coal tar, 304 x 196.2 x 41.5 cm.
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“In depraved May,
dogwood and chestnut,
flowering judas,
To be eaten, to be divided,
to be drunk
Among whispers.”
—T.S. Eliot

WHAT'S
GOING ON

ART GALLERIES LIVE HOUSES PHOTO GALLERIES
COMNCERTS: MOVIES: SPORTS
Papular International BOADSHOW S TELEVISION
Popular Demestic English Language THEATER
Clowmical Joponere Longuoge Plays
laponese Clanical Oither Longuages Muticaly
DAMCE LOCAL MOVIES Kobuki

DEPT. STORES LATE-MIGHT / ALL-NIGHT MOVIES Moh + Kyogen
Bargaim SPECIAL SHOWINGS

Eahibitians MUSEUMS

EVENT SPACES Maodgrn Art

FESTIVALS Traditional Joponese Art

In Tobyo Special Exhibin

Onutside Tokya Yokohama /Kamakura

FOR KIDS Planetariem/ Aguarium

HOTELS

"GOD'S HEAVEN" BY JOSE

[ VANEGAS, 1985, WOOD & METAL.
| A RT AT NISSHIN GALLERY

GALLERIES
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