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Materialization of Light: The Art of Kisho Mukaiyama
Fumio Nanjo

The discourses surrounding art are needed to place works
of art in context, but there are some kinds of art which require
no words because of their overwhelming beauty. The art of
Kisho Mukaiyama has this rare sort of beauty, a fragile,
ephemeral beauty created by layers of vivid color seen through
a thick covering of semi-transparent wax.

Mukaiyama’s work is a materialization of color, a solidifi-
cation of light. Our lives are filled with color, but we seldom
have the opportunity to see color that is so pure and richly
expressive. There are warm colors and cool colors, but all of
them take on a gentle and luxuriant quality as they are
transmitted through the semi-transparent wax.

Wax seems alive. That is why artists like Joseph Beuys
and Wolfgang Laib have chosen to use it as a material. It is an
organic material that emits human warmth and vitality.
Mukaiyama lays down a five-centimeter layer of wax with a
smooth, flat surface. It has weight and dignity and a three-
dimensional presence that make it almost sculptural. In fact,
his works can be described as both painting and sculpture.

The expansive colors that emerge through the wax surface
recall the art of Mark Rothko and Ad Reinhardt. Rothko
painted areas of red, brown, and purple that float like clouds in
the center of the canvas. Reinhardt created dark surfaces with
barely perceptible rectangular shapes emerging from their
depths. The viewer is required to look long and hard at these
paintings because they contain things that are only visible to
the eye of the heart.

The Abstract Expressionist painters sought spiritual
elevation, sublimity, and depth, things that seem to have
disappeared from today’s Japanese art. Everything nowadays
is commercialized and blown about by the winds of fashion.
This is not what art should be. There are times when people
seek something deeper and more spiritual, something
connected to eternity that transcends the present age.

Mukaiyama’s art is always characterized by sublimity,
purity, and concision. The forms arising in the wax are
rectangular and symmetrical, and the stripes and circles that
appear from time to time show simplicity in variation.

As a child, Mukaiyama played on Mt. Koya, where the
central temple complex of the Shingon sect of Buddhism is
located. One might guess that he absorbed some of the
mysteries of Japanese esoteric Buddhism in an almost
physical way. The Buddhist art found on Mt. Koya employs
solid forms and a reserved style of expression to concentrate
the mind and spirit in a search for things that cannot be seen
with the physical eye.

An artist who deliberately pursues and attempts to express
the sublime and a heightening of the spirit in the contemporary



6-6-9 2F Roppongi, Minato-ku, Tokyo 106-0032, Japan
-I . Tel: +81 (0)3 6447 0500 Mail: infolykggallery.com
Yutaka Kikutake Gallery

www. ykggal lery. com

world requires new materials, a new method of expression,
and a new sensibility that resonates with the spirit of the age.
Mukaiyama is an important artist who is exploring these kinds
of possibilities.

Light is both a wave and a particle, the only entity that
possesses such opposite characteristics. Also, as most people
know, light travels at a faster speed than anything else in the
universe. That is why Einstein used light to measure matter.
Light is a special phenomenon that can never be fully
understood by human beings.

Goethe’s dying wish was for “more light,” and there is
something special about human thoughts about light. It is a
symbol of wisdom and justice, power and possibility. Art
cannot be observed without light, but in traditional painting
light always fell on the work from outside to illuminate it. The
first art that was actually made of light was the neon art that
appeared in the 1960s. It was revolutionary when artists,
beginning with Lucio Fontana, used neon to make light itself
into a work of art. Dan Flavin, another artist who employed
neon tubes, used light to achieve a minimal form of
expression.

Among colors, white is the one most equivalent to light. It
contains all the other colors. Robert Ryman has been making
paintings using only white since the 1960s, and his work is
displayed in a permanent exhibition by the DIA Foundation. A
number of his white paintings are mounted in a room with
white walls and a white floor. The entire room glows in the New
York light entering softly through white cloth on the windows,
creating a sublime world that seems to exist above the clouds.
White serves as a metaphor and symbol for light, and this
installation shows how paintings can be transformed into light.

Mukaiyama’s paintings are not composed of light as such,
but colors and light are inextricably joined in the white wax, so
light becomes a core element. The white is both a source of
color and a condition for making color visible. Color emerges
from the depths of the wax and is combined with the light
entering the wax from the sides. The color and light interact
within the wax, sending the color floating up to the white
surface. It is hard to tell where it comes from. Where is the
color located? Rather than being just a few centimeters behind
the surface of the wax, it seems to arrive in our world of reality
from out of an infinite space spreading out in the waxy depths.

Mukaiyama's art provides a quiet, captivating feast of light
and color through the materialization of a non-material entity.
Those who see it for the first time will be struck by its tranquil
sense of the sublime and elegant beauty. It proves that art can
still be magical, achieving depth and luminescence as it
transports our present moments toward eternity.
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