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The Figures of Critical Grin in Art of Kentaro Isotani
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To model mud. To shred the text. [

Rodion Trofimchenko
(Musashino Ant University, Ph.D. course, Art Theory)

Kentaro [sotani makes sculpture (it means “to shape a face or a part of
the human body that one decides to bring onto The Pedestal™) been
led by the visual essences of a pile of garbage ... And here they are, all
those expressions that trickles down immediately into mind, all those
phrases in Japanese and English that lump together a Human Being
and debris/sweepings/trash: “Ningen no kuzu” (the waste of the human
kind), “gomictoko” (rubbish man), “kusoyara® (shitty guy). These are
the phrases that on the one hand describe socially negative character:
they refer to the homeless, the unemployed, to the “not properly
marricd”. On the other hand, they refer to such masterpicces like
Shinya Tsukamoto’s film “Tetsuo (The Iron Man)” (1989) so
influential in the fields of Butoh dance, happenings and so on. At the
same time, this is linguistic and visual stock, where Isotani picks up his
materials, forms, methods, his identities: “The Marginal®, “The
Drunkard”, “The Junkie”, “The Piece of Shit”.

Isotani makes sculpture (creates) like a child: with fascination but
easily, with complete attention but fast, with total dedication but
clumsy. Isotani proposes “quick and easy” sculpture, He says he models
like “rakugaki®. The word is usually translated as “graffiti”, literally
meaning “falling writings”, but can also refer to "scrawl” and “scrabble”,
{The reader has to choose the way to continue this interpretation by
him/herself: whether it will be the way of “the history of graffiti as an
anti-social or political exclamation ... and Isotani's artworks™ or “the
violence/injury/scratch in the foundation of figurative expression...and
Isotant’s artworks®...)

Isotani makes a sculpture as a “primitive” man who encounters the
unexplainable phenomenon and becomes struck dumb with
astonishment. Thus, he models elevation of the spirit urgently by using
materials at hand and, in both narrow and broader sense, with loose
outline as well as still apparent process of figure formation: Isotani
prefers the term “modeling work” to “sculpture™ and rejects “The
Instrument”, “The Technology™ and “The Technique™. This gives the
artwork, which doesn’t hide the “material cause” of its creation: it
would mean to loose the aspect/motive, partly at least, it would mean
to move imitation towards wir suchaating, thus towards energy in the same
time destructive and productive™. ‘Isotani’s works do not give the
evidence of the nature (*a face™, *a head” and eventually “the person”).
He does not copy but blocks representation of a face simply by mud.
Isotani strives to exhibit the origin of the form in the “wild” whirlpool
of its material (even if the work might appear “rudimentary”, “rustic”,
“barbanc™ and even “artless™.)

Isotani makes sculpture as neurotic: we would mean by this, not to be
afraid to embody the unconscious thinking, to let private psychological
problems take their ways into the shape of the artwork and to accept
the sculpture’s form as the symptomaric formation with participation
of the artist’s sexuality and anxiety.

In summary, Isotani makes sculpture inside what might be called the
“Freudian Triangle (+1)": a child - a primitive man - a neurotic, who
share common features of psychoreality and still noticeable expressive
means of unconscious thinking,z{+l} is of cause, and according to
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Freud, an artist. It would be reasonable to try to compare the works of
Isotani with Totems (especially, his “St. ™ series) or analyze the
ambivalence in the messages written on the plates of his sculptures.
Otherwise, it would be interesting to analyze the link between his
works based on the figures of “Freudian triangle” and identities of
those, who are positioned on the penphery ofsocictjr.Jchnhclcss, at
this time we would like to pay attention to the figurative qualities of
Isotani’s sculptures, which are brought to light thanks to the material

and (anti-)method he uses, in particular we would like to look closer on

the Wrinkles in his sculpture works.

The wrinkle

“First, I take a plastic bottle, tank, whiskey or beer bottle. It will be a
bone of my sculpture and 1 perceive it as making a primitive
monument: the material is pop/industrial/commercialized, but
nevertheless it is leftovers, remains at my disposal. I add meat to this
carcass, namely foamed polyurethane. In the end I add skin: it is mud
mixed with glue and it's what becomes the face of the figure [ create. 1
spray water glue onto the face to fix its features and add some glow,
When [ am in a rush, I use a hair-dryer or an air conditioner to dry the
piece”, (Isotani)

The question is what exactly makes this pile of mud look like a face? If
the soil (the excess of matenal) is something that takes the figure to
unformed, than what brings this mass into the figurative? The round
shape? Yes, but the “roundness of shape” is exaggerated by balls in the
form and extensions of tumaors, which takes a face itself into mess. The
eyes? Yes, but they are depths that refer not so much to the “eyes as the
mirror of the soul”, but to the act of sticking fingers inside this heap of
mud. What if it is wrinkles on the dried surface that draw the figure of
“skin®™. What if it i1s prolonged cracks in muddy layers that depict
drama, signify the record of experience, outline the age and eventually
calls in a character. And what if the Agurative potentiality of the wrinkle
rests not only on the black line it stretches on mud, but on the
emptiness it brings into material, that turns into a face. It seems
reasonable {and doubtlessly in accordance with the intentions of
Isotani who expands his interest to the field of painting) at least to
remind that “wrinkle” is the name of one of the main types of a trait,
which implicates the emptiness in Chinese ink painling.qll is, by the
way, that type of the trait that makes Frangois Cheng interrupt a
chapter on “breath, thythm” and turn to “form, volume” in his book
“Empty and Full. Chinese pictonal language™. The wrinkle-line [ts'un]
is used to model a form or suggest the volume of object. It has different

]”ﬁ

names, picturesque and imaginative: “devil’s skull”®, “torn net”,

“skeleton’s crane™, “fragment of nephrite”, "edge of an axe™ and so on.
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“Being formed by hooks, angles or curves, ts'un plays with the filled
and thin, but as well with the empry, which it encloses or outlines to
propose at the same time form and movement, color and relief * g

The wrinkle on rice paper drawn with ink in painting and the wrinkles
in mud of Isotani’s sculpture is different in the way that the first
generates imaginary volume on the white surface, while the second is
actual openings inside dried mud, Nevertheless, their similanity is much
more essential and radical, even self contradictive if it is not reflected in
dialectical way. They both produce hollowness and this is what
eventually acts as a vacancy for the meaning, the figure and its reading.
The hollow in mud pushes interpretation. Mevertheless, the reading of
the facial expression with vast, capturing an eye net of wrinkles is never
fixed, never “single-minded”, but dynamic, overdetermined and always
pointing to the possibility of reversal movement ... back to matenal,
garbage, the Real.

The wrinklew

We have to point to the parallel dimension in [sotani’s work, which

raises the same problems of reading and garbage, but unfolds in
opposite direction, It is the “literature™ side of his sculpture, where the
letters ship into earth/garbage.

It is impossible to reach Isotani by phone during the day. He works in
the basement of one of the tallest buildings of one of the biggest
Japanese companies: no connection, no private conversations, no light.
He is locked inside “The Corporation”. The daily work of Isotani is to
cut documents that descend into the corporation cellar (there is a big
machine at his disposal). His duty is to crumble *The Corporative
Letter” into dust, literally to de-materialize records of economic
transactions. He sometimes finds thrown out magazines. Isotani brings
them home and during the night uses them to cut out and to compose
unreasonable messages for his figures with a critical grin.

It was Jacques Lacan's “Lituraterre”, where garbage and letter came
together in the context of Japanese calligraphy. Tt would be inexcusable
if we don't point at least at several places in this complex text to
underline Isotani’s art particularities.

Lacan's neologism “Liturattere” combines “litura™ (letter), “terre”
(*soil” or “country™), “littérature™(*literature™) and reference to
equivoque by James Joyce where he slips from *a letter” to *a litter”.
Lacan insists on the primacy of the signifier to a letter, which is able to
travel by itself, been left by the message it was primary caring. In case
of Isotani “the letter traveling without signifier” might be the texts he
encounters in Japanese commercial pop magazines that he finds in the
basement of the company. His purpose is not to get involved in
{commercial or similar) operations/manipulations the text proposes to
him, but to cut them in pieces and unintentionally to compose new
absurd phrases, based on *floating attention™ and “automatic writing”.
Thus, Isotani opens gates to unconscious thinking. He practices “slips
of the tongue”. He uses the letter not to build smooth scientific
discourse, but to show its failure and to demonstrate, where it makes a
hole; for the same reasons Lacan was proposing a letter to
psychoanalysis. He was describing a letter as being littoral (let's
imagine a letter here as a scratch on the bone that a “primitive” man
uses to make a record), as the shore, the last frontier of human reality,
where the further step would lead to the indistinct materiality and
collapse of the subject. According to Lacan, the letter is something that
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sketches the edge of the hole in knowledge. It is too

close to 1ts matenal cause: the letter should be made

of something, shouldn't it?

Of course, by cutting and composing letters, by
treating them like garbage, Isotani nevertheless
produces speech and effects of the signifier. His
“lituraterre™ wrinkles™ are in the dimension of
discourse, not material. That’s why we can compare
his textual practices with calligraphy, where, according
to Lacan, “the singular of the hand crushes the
universal™. Tn calligraphy the universal is the Chinese
character (kanji) and singular is what appears in the
individual cumsive of the arnst, who writes the kanji. In
case of [sotani, the universal would be the discourse of
his company and the pop magazines he cuts in pieces,
while the singular is what unconsciously signified in
the seemingly absurd combinations of his words. (To
preserve at least a minimum of privacy, during our
work with Isotani (the dialog) we had to withdraw
several works from the exhibition and catalogue,

retract several phrases and biographical facts: with

“Thisis a strgnéé}

ze panely

attentive reading of his wrinkled, cracked figures some
thinks were becoming too explicit.)

1. ... says Didi-Huberman about the presentation of the birth of Aphrodite from
seething foamy sea water in painting of Apelles, painter of ancient Greece.
Didi-Huberman, Georges La Conlexr D'Ecume ox Le Paradoxe d'Apelle, Critique,
Juin-Juillet 1986 Tome XLII- Mo 469-470, p&al3.
2. Refer to The Complete Psychological Works of Stgmund Freud, Vol XITT(1913-1914),
Totem and Tabu, The Hogarth Press, London, 1955,
3. It is rather easy from this point to come back wo the *marginal identities™ we started
with. It would be enough to point to the way this trangle, if being positioned on
simple logical fallacy assigned to the “child”, the “primitive™ and to the “madman”,
can, firstly, be reduced to three sets of oppositions: the primitive vs, the modemn
European, the child vs. the adult and the mentally disturbed vs. those judged to be
psychologically "normal”™ and, secondly, produce positive similarity, namely normal
adult Buropean is not “primitive” adult/is not European child/is not "psychologically
disturbed™ European. See how these illogical propositions are traced in Face, David
Clawdr Levi-Stranss The Bearer of Asher, Routledge, NY, 1983,
4.The “wrinkle” is pronounced as ts'un in &iﬂlﬂt and SHLIN/hibifshiwa in Japanese.
It is written as B8 in both languages. It is a kanji, riﬁhl side of which means "skin™ (this
rt comes from a pjctuyapﬁ showing a hand pulling the hide off an animal with its
r:;\d still attached), left - brings the sound(SHUN) in Japanese and refers to “thin lines™.
S.El‘bﬁ“, Frangois Vide er plein La lamgpage pioterad ohimais, Edition du Scuil, Pasis, 1991,

tastes supreme
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p81-87 =
6. Lacan, Jaques Litaatter, first published in the review Litterature (Larousse) #3,1971. ‘moneyor fame

Re-published in Omicar? #41, April-June 1987, p.5-13, We use unpublished English .
translation by Jack W _Stone. -
7.0n the relationship of universal and singular in the contest of Lacanian references to ——

calligraphy, see Shingu, Kazushige Ecritwre Japsuaine of incomsoicns, Daruma Bevue Kﬂ ntaro ISﬂt a n_i_

internattonale d'érudes japonaises, Numero 67, Touloase, 2000,p.13-21.
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Golden Fish,

mud, water glue,
foamed polyurethane,
steel can, plastic bottle,
plastic bowl wood,
magazine, color spray
6k 42 % 30,2008
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Isotani avoids using traditional pedestals for his sculptures. He prefers
to load his mud figures on trifling objects such as cardboard boxes,
plastic containers or tin baskets. This smiling figure declares “Rage
against the man ... * from children baskets for games in sand. There is a

golden fish coming out from wave patterned substance.
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Chalk Smiles (Rogue Advisers),
mxed miedia,

50 27 = 30, 2008

Magazines (How o Find T,
mixed media,
TIxTE= 15, 2009

Chalk Smiles (Bogus Deals),
mixed media,

502730, 20048

Around The Globe,
mixed media,
115265 20, 2008
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o THY . CORSE [KEELE L TOME| £ EHRE
ZENTAE, BOAsL—FRTHAT, FRTHATVE

Globalism is one of the main features of Isotani's work, The head is
“The Globe™ in the sense it is presumptuous, complacent and
egocentric. Its message has a claim on universality and ungquestionable
wisdom. The head is “earthy” in the sense it is muddy and its message is

absurd and self<contradictive.

[Chalk smiles| # V — XM BB L iFa—rOliBzEEE~D
DA FTFTHE, L LEnWRORCEEE b, BEOME
FFABRINMETHE, Fa—Fiitd6FeRT MG &, @RI
ARBMERTLOTHE, Fa—2lileRvih, X5y (Ma R
CHELEEOFRALER IR { Dbl d, KTl aT
HTLOT VYR ETIENTALSLDTEHL, Fa—FDAv+—%
(M2 R R—-BTHHELNIZDTHE

“Chalk smiles” sertes and usage of chalk by Isotani is one of the steps toward
painterly dimension. Nevertheless, it is painting that stays in the field of
substance and preserves the strong linage with mud. The chalk is earthen, but
in the same time it leaves colorful traces. The chalk is instrument of drawing
and even writing (for example, strict mathematic formulas on the board), bu
in the same time it crumbles, soils and washes away. The chalk message (face

or smile} can in a second tum in dust.

[=H e |bvd ) —XRMFLECIBEHRECL ZEEOMRED
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gat, JoRMicee T, WH /O EHRIRNTHS

The “Magazines”series is a further research of the painting done by the
sculptor Isotani. The flatness, which is one of the main characteristic of the
picture, is tested by materials of sculpture. The mud is presented in a plane
dimension. Statue is flattened. In the same time, this sculpture disobeys rules of
the painting. It doesn't obey the frame and its surface presents innumerable

and accident lines and patterns. The material in this painting is explicit.
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Comet Sisters, mixed media, 502 20 10 each, 2008 Comet boys, mived media A0 205 each, 2008
Agp bl b LIRS GfEG T [Comet Sisters (LA O BF8E) | £ [Comet  Pet bottles and mud made *Comet sisters™ and “Comet bays™ vividly
boys (iENBEOHOF) [ L FRO [HH—a=F o r | (EVIFELE)
FHPHACREIFENGEE, BERTE, EhE L TAMEMFEN L forget that a comet in its narrow sense is “a mass of ice and dust that
HEEOHL, Lol #8>74 A EROM] HEod 2 L EEATIEL  moves around the sun and looks like a bright star with a tail”, Nevertheless
o, Zhdhdbet, Wi(~a k CARZOBATUEZTA 2 LEETR  and strangely, it is a bumning mass of dust, which pushes people to make

HEMivEST, AGIZIRFAETTEIOTH L, [Comet Sisters] 1235 E B wishes or even kiss each other, “Comet sistens™ are muses of poetry mixed with
%Eﬁ.kGLﬁtﬁMﬁ~ﬁmﬁtﬁﬂivaQEJFXFbL

present “sarcastic-romantic™ controversy of the artist’s thinking, Let’s not

pragmatism, femininity mixed with harshness, sublimed mixed with mud.

ez z80 |1 #-=2H#— | Sex Bomb | 2= d ¥ -7
LY rF+heal [ HERERNTHL #LD1AL/ =% /Y7 b
F)=DL I Ea AL EFPErBRRALE -, BREER2N
T MERET S cbiuhh g [ALTHL] LR, BRENHETHE:
HIEEI, [HFR. TOom. ¥, etc] £ E---, FEAILTFMAE : #F o
Felhdies Lod—-gAMER2 LML TV, SO~ DREK
OIS FA T = =DM [ = ) w2y D
EFd s 2o Ao %R LY A, Bkolioeb ookl
H- R F—H—DAAf 2 H=02F B lise 3

Here she is!!! The Mother! The Sex Bomb! The Monument of the “5Strict Vagina™!
She is seductive: her bread/cake/soft cream breast provokes all kinds of appetites.
She is anti-social and rejects bound with a man: she calls us useless bastard, She is a
castrator; “end up beheaded. died. divorced.”™ She is protective: her curved posture
and spread arms propose a shelter. Her facial iron implants refer to the aesthetics of
Clive Barker's “Hell Raisers”™ and video clips of Marylyn Manson, Her soft body

brings in visuality of H.R.Giger's Biomechanics.

White Lady (My Mind},
P mived media, TAx40x 18, 2009
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For his exhibition called “Instant Dogma™ Isotani was writing: 1
make the kind of things, which an uncultured alcoholic, lonely
delusive lout would fanatically start to produce after accidentally
being impressed by religious sculprure in a church”. This kind of
combination of the ecstasy caused by something sacred with raw
materials and rude techniques is in the base of Satani's “5t." series

as well as his particular aesthetics in general. The clumsiness,

SLA, mixed media,
I. 145 =70 B0, 2008

508, mixed media,
145 Tl B0, 2008

carelessness and primitiveness supported by uneducated (but

nevertheless pure) excitement gain access in the field of art.
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StU, mixed media, 6536227, 2008
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'Mud and Noise vs. Sculpture and Music

The extract of conversation between Kentaro Isotani (artist, sculpture), Taisuke Morishita (artist, noise) and Rodion Trofimchenko {curator).

Roadion: ...
gennes/media in a particular relationship we try to reveal the character of these works, which

it is mot a collaborative an production. By presenting art works of different

overcomes such things as genre. In the exhibition we unify the sculpture made from mud and
sound composed from noise. Thus, we would like to push the onlooker entering this space
into both Kentaro and Taisuke's “roughness®, “disobedience”, "randomness™ and
“absurdness”, Neverthebess, can we say that Kentaro creates sculpture in a "noisy™ way and that
Taisuke composes "muddy” sounds? Is there a relasonship between noise which involves a
sense of hearing and visual sculpture?

Talsuke: Talking abowt genres, [ must sy that "music” is not a stasting pont for my work. Nokse i
sound installation. Noise segments space and tirme, extends, cdhanges them and thus fulflls them.
Rodion: 5o, Taisuke is not 3 musician?

Taisuke: Sure. | do not repeat compositions. | am interested in modulations of the sound, and the
work [ can apply to it. There was a famous tea master in the 16th century, called Rikyu . He
proposed the method of tea-ball making without using a potter’s wheel, His method was simply
making it by bare hands. Thus something very different from the pottery, which is perceived by
westeners as beautifully created, Something different from a thing with a perfect round shaps,
which looks the same from each side. It is something, which i made without a tuming machine,
but by hands: a contorted object, distorted thing. If you start tuming this tea-ball in your hands it
il start vo change its shape. This is one of the prncaples of the noise. These distorions ane in 2 way
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Keep Smiling! (God Loves Idiots!)
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“misddy” and this is one of the connecting points with the ant of Kentaro. Due to deformations in
nioise, time stretches and shanks. [ am not trying to create time, which can be measured with such
digital counters as watches. This is one of the reasons why we don”t use beat as well,
Rodion: Do not depend on “machine time®, to provoke the Unexpected and to activate
the Accidental, As | understand, this is “anti-structural”, *muddy” aspect of your work. Is
there a “noisy™ element in art of Kentaro?
Kentaro: There is. When we see a form of classical sculpture, we understand it is a face”,
but I don't want to lose the side of the Chaes in sculpture.
Rodion: “Chaotic face™ - what a splendid expressaon. And [ see the connection with Rikyu . Ttisa
Creation that dosn’ t belong completely to the Anise, but is penetrated by accidentallity. In the
same time, it i a perception of an, which is not restricted by “knowledge™ (“this is a face™), but
preserves “unknowable™. [t might be that art, which is not limited by subject or conscious.
Kentaro: In addition, | don't use media of traditional scalpture, which strives for eternity
where applying stone or bronze. | am using what is opposed to it, mud. Working with
“stractural” image ( face, head and so on) [ add antithesis, namely mud. Intentionally, [ shosten
time of work production to avoid the “machineny™ aspect of creation.
Talsuke: It is like live music performance, Close to live,
Rodion: Live sculprure?,..

The chabog happered at one of the Ginea coffior shop on Fob9th, 2009

“Mud, Noise and Language”

ytani (artist, sc .lel'..'lz_'_l. Taisuke Morishira (a

lion Trofimch {curator) talk about relationship of Sculpture and

i and Language, Moise and Communication, Exhibition space
lio-visual arworks,

Sat. 14th Feb. 18:00~20:00
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