On Her Exhibition: Sugiura Kunie
Takeuchi Mariko

The artist Sugiura Kunie was a mystery to me for many years. She moved to the United
States in the 1960s, and studied photographic education based on the Bauhaus at the
Art Institute of Chicago. After graduation she moved to New York City. Up until today
she has actively created experimental works through adopting the methods of photo-
canvas printing and photograms. Aside from her artistic activities, Sugiura has also
contributed numerous articles on the New York art scene to a Japanese art magazine
since the 1980s. These descriptions allow one to understand that she is a free-minded
person, full of curiosity, who at times does not even adhere to the position of being an
artist. Nor is she confined within the framework of Japan or a narrow definition of
photography. I imagine that with that mindset, she must be an awfully powerful and
active person, since she has survived through many years in the world’s most
competitive city for art.
As if to pleasantly disappoint my speculations, a breathtaking sense of serenity is
always inherent in her works. That serenity can be explained as something like a subtle
feeling that can only be obtained by one who thoroughly seeks to be a solitary
individual. Sugiura completely shuts out the surrounding noises, and then takes a
bird’s-eye view of the state of life with her penetrating eyes. Nonetheless, she
maintains a sense of vividness that derives from immersing herself in the life of each
individual life-form she works with. This production approach that can be seen as
encompassing dual meanings is best manifested in her photograms, a medium that she
has predominantly employed. A photogram does not involve the use of a camera but is
produced in a darkroom via blocking light. Inside that room, she takes her time to
observe a variety of life forms, such as flowers, an eel or a kitten. She then captures
on photographic paper their constantly moving shadows—that is, the traces of life that
at times even reveal a seductive appearance. In every one of those images produced
through such a process, she conveys a sense of vulnerability and solitude, as if they
were inside a womb. This allows one to keenly recall that the threshold for all life
forms is similar to that type of place.
From the 1990s onward, prominent artists such as Kusama Yayoi, Jasper Johns and
Murakami Takashi began to appear in her photograms. This shift was rather
unexpected. This is because Sugiura’s collaborations with these apparently unique
artists seemed to conflict with the sense of solitude and tranquility that were typically
inherent in her works, which had focused on anonymous existences up until that time.
But what can a closer look at this series tell us? The appearances of the artists became
mere shadows as a result of their being deprived of the light that would have reflected
their bodies. Thus, their own identities were maintained only through their respective
unique postures. But from the perspective that each work consists of the single shadow
of a person, those artists are no different from all other existences. It just might be
that Sugiura had temporarily given up her identity as an artist so that she could
position those artists and herself within the circulative pathway where all lives
ceaselessly flow. Under her gaze, even those artists who are said to be at the summit
of human creativity seem to continually question in silence the meanings behind “living”
and “creating,” as if they were the shadows of those viewing the works.

(Translated by Nanpei Taeko)
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