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Artworks Permeated by a Powerful Message
Tsutomu Mizusawa
(Director, The Museum of Art, Kamakura & Hayama)

Shin Miyazaki, who turns 92 this year, is among the
most important artists in Japan today. Forty years ago,
he opened a studio in Kamakura, and with this as a base,
he has produced bold, ambitious artworks in steady
succession. While each is an individual work, complete
in itself, all of them—from small drawings to monumental
tableaus—are permeated by a common message; so much
so that, when taken all together, they seem to form an
additional artwork.

That message, if | may summarize it, is “Life.”

Edvard Munch, the great Norwegian painter known for
The Scream, wanted to create paintings that people would
take their hats off before, just as they would in a church.
In my estimation, Shin Miyazaki, through an extreme
investment of time and labor, is achieving a great
undertaking comparable to Munch’s famed cycle of
paintings, The Frieze of Life, of which The Scream is a
part.

Life inevitably leads to death, and from death, life is
reborn. When we think on the ceaseless rhythm of this
cycle of rebirth and how, in nature, life is continually
renewed, we feel profoundly consoled and encouraged.
For we too live and die as part of nature. When Miyazaki’s
work follows the rhythms of life, it appears almost like
abstract expression at first; but after more extended
viewing, the artworks themselves take on a presence
evoking nature’s vastness. The paintings, on a work surface
built of coarse jute fabric cloths, display the winter light
of Manchuria, become the flowing, all-consuming mud,
and become the Siberian land, carpeted with blood-red
blossoms in spring.

Born in Tokuyama, Yamaguchi prefecture, Shin
Miyazaki was sent to the front line of battle in China and
later, after the war’s end, spent several years in a Siberian
labor camp. On returning to Japan in 1949, he learned that
the Hiroshima-based Second General Army—his original
unit after conscription—had been completely destroyed
by the atomic bombing. Miyazaki who then proceeded to
wander throughout Japan, painting the townspeople and
rural scenery, was wholly a painter consumed by a need
to paint. He worked desperately to get down to the raw
basics of painting. His work of this time often appears
strikingly free and unrestrained, but in every case, it is
founded on solid, accurate drawing technique. His
thorough mastery of depiction eventually won him the
Sotaro Yasui Commemorative Award in 1967—the
highest honor given to painters in the figurative painting
field.
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Miyazaki could not, however, remain in that trim, tidy
world of illusion. He had experienced the agony and joy
of life and death, and he felt driven to commit to painting
the extremes of human tolerance he had known. Since the
1990s, his paintings have grown increasingly large, and
he has built the work surface of the paintings using cloth
rags. The movement of the collaged rags, surging upwards
and suddenly collapsing, can give us the illusion of
viewing a natural cataclysm. The elements composing
his monumental canvases are the same—the wood backing,
the rags, and the paint—but the work has become a three-
dimensional physical object that affects its space like a
sculptural work. When enveloped by the waves of energy
the work emanates, we feel convinced that his sculptures
have emerged as an inevitable result of the production
process.

This exhibition explores the fundamental theme
permeating this artist’s body of work—*Life.”
It is divided in five sections overall: “Primal Scene,”
“People Who Should Not Be Forgotten,” “Flowering Land,”
“Breath Life,” and “Site of Creation.” An unparalleled
artist whose career spans the 20th century—an age of
immeasurable hardship and joy—and continues into the
21st, Shin Miyazaki is entrusting a profound message to
us and our future. Now, more than ever, it is important
that as many people as possible experience it.
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“ Shin MIYAZAKI: BREATH OF LIFE ”
The Museum of Modern Art, Hayama
April 5 - June 29, 2014 closed on Monday
9:30a.m. - 5:00p.m. (Entrance until 4:30 p.m.)
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