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Prenatal Memory
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In 19486, the year after the end of the war, the Constitution of Japan was
established. Also born in the same year was TAKAHASHI Ryutaro, the person
whose “personal view” is reflected in this exhibition. This first chapter
examines the cultural situation in Japan during the approximately 50 years
between “the end of the war” and the mid-1990s when Takahashi seriously
started collecting art - the collection’s “prenatal memory” of sorts, that
Takahashi went on to recall through his collection of works by artists that had
made an impact on him when he was young.

Having spent his youth in Tokyo in the 1960s, Takahashi became involved as a
central figure in the student movement, while at once aspiring to become a
video artist. The Zenkyoto (student) movement was for him an activity that
integrated both culture and politics. When being shown a video of KUSAMA
Yayoi’s avant-garde performance in New York, it was one encounter that had
a major impact, and that at once made him aware of the limits of his own
talent, and inspired him to return to his medical studies, and eventually
become a forward-thinking psychiatrist and a pioneer in regional medical
care. It wasn’t until the mid-1990s that his path crossed that of art once again,
when he purchased a work by Kusama Yayoi for the purpose of decorating
his newly opened clinic’s waiting room. In retrospect, that moment felt to
Takahashi like a blessing that brought him back to the world of art that he had
been attracted to when he was young, this time from the position of a
collector.

The exhibition begins with two works from the collection of the Museum of
Contemporary Art Tokyo (MOT), both of which were made around the time
when Takahashi was born. Considering that the MOT collection also revolves
around postwar art after 1945, the end of the war also marks the time in
which the museum has its origin. However, Takahashi’s own “personal view”
of postwar art has been defined by his various encounters in private life, and
his choice is therefore characterized by a taste that is quite different from the
usual presentation of art at a museum. The Takahashi Collection, which
follows the MOT collection, opens with the highlight of Kusama Yayoi’s work
that became a centerpiece for the collection from an early stage. Following is
a selection of collections by GODA Sawako and others, that exude the spirit
of counter culture in the 1960s and 1970s - a mixture of literature, cinema,
photography, performance and other activities, that had left a deep
impression on Takahashi Ryutaro.

ACEY L

An End and a New Beginning
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The Takahashi Ryutaro Collection seriously took off in the mid-1990s. It was
a socially challenging time with events such as the burst of the economic
“bubble,” the Great Hanshin Earthquake, and the sarin gas attacks by
members of Aum-Shinrikyo. At the same time, it can also be understood as
the end of the “postwar” erain Japan, and the beginning of a period of low
economic growth that still continues today. This was the general social
situation when Japanese contemporary art began to expand on an
increasingly global level, and artists like MURAKAMI Takashi and AIDA
Makoto emerged, followed by a number of promising young talents who
made their debut in the art world at the time. Expressing fierce criticism
toward Japanese culture and society, their works were greatly stimulating
for someone like Takahashi, who had developed an admiration for artas a
statement of protestin the late 1960s, which helped spur the collection’s
growth. This chapter focuses on works that may be categorized as portraits
of postwar Japan, many of which are representative of the Takahashi
Collection at large.

The video work introduced at the beginning contains precious footage of
street exhibition in Ginza and Shinjuku that suggest the emergence of anew
generation of artists. In the 1960s and 1970s, inspired also by their
consciousness about street demonstrations, avant-garde artists in Japan
began to stage their art outside of the conventional exhibition settings of
museums and galleries. In their street activities, artists in the 1990s were
largely “quoting” the work of their forerunners, while also sharing an affinity
with subculture integrating different genres such as literature, manga and
anime. The works by this new generation of artists, for which such
classifications as “Neo-Pop” were coined, must have been reminding
Takahashi of the time of his own youth.

In the mid-90s, MOT and several other art museums opened, and the
infrastructure of contemporary art took shape, but it was at once also a time
when the burst of the economic bubble triggered a stagnation of public
activity. Against this backdrop, Takahashi privately acquired a number of
provocative early works by young artists, and went on to support their
endeavors. Those works, examining the reality of their time while quoting
from different angles aspects of Japanese culture, ranging from anime to
traditional depictions of nature, and sometimes hiding images of war on their
deeper layers, Takahashi later described as the “cries of young artists,” and
thereby set at once the direction for his collection.
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New Types of Humans
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Outlining the maturing stage of the Takahashi Ryutaro Collection, this
chapter focuses especially on works that depict human figures - one of the
collection’s central themes. The desire to address various kinds of human
aspects by way of art, and explore the roots of creativity, is an undercurrent
that continues to inform the collection of the psychiatrist Takahashi Ryutaro.

Back when it all started, in the 1990s, audiences around the world were
becoming aware of the international qualities of contemporary art. Having
built his collection with a special focus on artists that explore uniquely
Japanese forms of expression, Takahashi chose “Neoteny Japan” as a title
for his first collection exhibition at an art museum in 2008. Based on the idea
of “the maturation of humans while retaining juvenile characteristics of the
anthropoid ape,” Takahashi describes the new currents in Japanese art as
“embryos waking from a century-long sleep after being prematurely
delivered in the Meiji era through the import of Western culture.” Takahashi
adds to this his own theory, suggesting that these “new types of humans,”
just because of their incompleteness, had no other choice but to develop
exceptional creative abilities in order to survive. The omnipotent energy of
this freewheeling, at times violently “juvenile kingdom,” is what Takahashi
Ryutaro has been presenting to society by way of his art collection.

This section gathers, among others, artists that express in their works the
very essence of humankind, through depictions of children, fetuses,
patchworks of chimeras, and other bizarre appearances. You will also find
works in which their respective creators have seemingly impressed their
existence itself as a result of their struggle with the material. There are
portraits, and on the other hand, there are works that deal with the
transformation or transfer of human beings with/into something non-human
in order to escape their “selves.” The fact that it has been focusing on the
rather dense expressive styles of female artists, can be seen as another
characteristic of the Takahashi Collection. Showcased here are all kinds of
artworks made by all kinds of artists over a period of more than thirty years.
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Video of an interview with Takahashi Ryutaro.

Breakdown and Rebirth
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When talking about his childhood memories, made during the time of
restoration after the war, Takahashi Ryutaro refers to several events and
critical situations that together became his formative experience, including
the Ise Bay typhoon and the Great Hanshin Earthquake. Considering his own
roots in the Tohoku region, the Great East Japan Earthquake and the
accident at the Fukushima No.1 Nuclear Plant had a particularly big effect that
changed his sensibility. The Takahashi Collection also contains many works
that were created as aresult of these events.

This chapter begins with several works made in response to the nuclear
accident by Chim™Pom from SmappalGroup, who have been carrying out a
variety of projects where the artists intervene in situations of modern social
life at its most warped and distorted, while also involving those around.
Following are works by artists who have been trying to define their own
original style through involvement with the disaster area, such as MISE
Natsunosuke and SHIGA Lieko, and TAKEKAWA Nobuaki, who satirized
people’s behavior after the accident.

The earthquake shaped Takahashi’s perception of things that he has built in
the past but that will crumble at some point, and inspired by that, he does not
consider a “critical mind” toward society as a matter related to the grand
narrative of an anti-establishment kind of zeitgeist, but “as something that
can only be built upon areflection on a much smaller level that is almost too
microscopic to even grasp.” KONOIKE Tomoko, one artist who had a certain
effect on his way of thinking, stated that she has had difficulties painting onto
white canvases since the earthquake. Shown at the Atrium is Drop curtain of
cowhide, a 24-meter work that she painted while toying with her materials,
and the size of which she adjusted to the size of the exhibition space. Sharing
the same space is a work by AOKI Mika, who uses glass to express
life-inspiring movement; a painting by YUMISASHI Kanji that marks the
starting point of the artist’s work themed around death and rebirth; and a
sculpture by ODANI Motohiko, made to be installed in the disaster-striken
area. Other pieces on display that were also created in the aftermath of the
earthquake, include a work by KOMAKUS, who amplified the voice of
YOSHIMASU Gozo as he tries to revive “fading words;” MIYANAGA Aiko’s
installation made as an attempt to retrieve lost sceneries; and a video by
ISHIDA Takashi.
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The Redefinition of “Self”
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In the works that were added to the Takahashi Ryutaro Collection after
the Great East Japan Earthquake, elements stand out that highlight
processes of things being created, and their state of incompleteness or
unfinishedness, or the outcome of which seems to be entrusted to the
effects of external environments and phenomena, rather than
communicating clear messages or displaying dynamic images. Similar to
Takahashi’s own sensation after the earthquake, these artists reexamine
the position of the “self ” as a subject that makes strongly subjective
statements, and seem to be facing a new type of “self” that sways
between multiple identities, or that only manifests itself as a result of
interaction with the outside world.

The works by OKAZAKI Kenijiro, one artist who has been having a big
impact on Takahashi’s way of thinking in recent years, were made by a
drawing robot co-developed by the artist. Here, a human draws pictures
by holding a pen in a fixed position on a sheet of paper, while the paper
moves around under it, making it look as if the artist is “made to draw by
someone or something else.” This can also be described as a state in
which the friction and resistance against external aspects unlocks an
alternative “self” that exceeds the former one. MURAYAMA Goro aims to
visualize systems of self-organized, autonomous life by way of generative
drawing patterns, while yang02 facilitates consideration regarding
non-anthropocentric social systems by entrusting the act of “drawing” to
an external subject. Then there are artists like Namonaki Sanemasa,
UMEZAWA Kazuki and IMAZU Kei, who explore possibilities of painting in
the present age while surrounded by enormous amounts of images, by
referencing digital environments and integrating the multiple viewpoints
that come together there; or SAKAMOTO Natsuko and UMETSU Yoichi,
who pursue “painting styles” beyond individual expression (that may be
realized in Japan) through artistic practices that also include collaborative
work.

This is how Takahashi’s collection keeps changing, with new additions of
works with characteristics and qualities that were not previously seenin
the collection, such as abstract paintings that appeal to the audience’s
senses while encouraging new ways of perception and recognition, or
ceramic art that is subject to material transformation due to the external
factor of baking.
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Back onto the Street
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The Takahashi Ryutaro Collection still continues to grow day by day while
incorporating the latest trends of young artists. What has been particularly
attracting Takahashi in recent years, are endeavors by artists that are
informed by a world view from a “street” kind of perspective. For Takahashi,
who once devoted himself to a student movement, encountering these
works is certainly something that brings back memories of avant-garde art,
and an experience that takes him back onto the street so to speak.

For many of the artists introduced in this section, modifying the
pre-existing conditions of environmental phenomena and systems, is a
point of departure of their work. SUZUKI Hiraku, for example, describes the
act of “drawing” as “excavating” a world that has already existed there.
Here he attempts to create a new kind of language by reassembling
through his physical interaction fragments of traffic or warning signs that
he found on the street. SIDE CORE, who have been exploring ways of
playing and expanding one’s own freedom in the gaps in urban
environments, made a giant chandelier out of construction lights. Blue Print
by ChimT™Pom from Smappal!Group is a work that was originally setup as a
signboard in a Tokyo street from which people had vanished during the
pandemic, and that has been charged with the atmosphere of that time.
Next on display is “Boxing Painting,” literally the traces of a performance
that represents the body of work of SHINOHARA Ushio, a central figure in
1960s avant-garde art, staged shortly before the artist’s 90th birthday.
Initially, Shinohara’s works were mostly left exposed to the weather and
therefore didn’t persist as tangible artworks, and the fact that Takahashi
added those works to his collection, represents perhaps a challenging
approach as a collector to the avant-garde art that he was so attracted to in
his youth. NEMOTO Takashi, who has been active as an alternative creator
since the 1980s, was “driven by some higher force beyond human
intention” to make a giant painting, the dimensions of which roughly
correspond to the size of Picasso’s Guernica. Here, that painting is followed
by a work by SATOMI Katsuzo, a Western-style modern painter who had
studied in France, and who Takahashi has a special attachment to. In his
later years, Satomi made this work for which he painted faces onto
countless pebbles. Itis a work in which the longstanding efforts of
“avant-garde” practiced as an imported concept on the streets of Japan,
seem to crystallize, and that closes this exhibition.



