





ESSAY

Marina Kappos: Spaces Between
Thomas Lawson ‘ Dean, School of Art, California Institute of the Arts

Over the years Marina Kappos has developed a way of
painting that produces very flat images that somehow
convey great depths of mystery. Her paintings are almost
like stage sets, waiting to be filled with the noise and
laughter of a play. In reviews critics mention precursors
like Alex Katz and Tom Wesselman, but | find more
resonance with the magically mysterious spaces of Henri
Rousseau. Working with a reduced palette and neutral
brushwork, Kappos simplifies and reduces her imagery to
an essence. The images are culled from both the natural
and the built environment, and usually relate in some way
to an understanding of the city in which she happens to be
working - the low warehouses of the industrial northeast
of the US, the smog distorted vistas of Los Angeles, and
now the disjunctive cityscapes of Tokyo. In their reduced
state these images, of buildings, trees, mountains take
on a graphic quality that seems to offer a sense of place
while remaining highly stylized and unreal. They rise up
as emblems from the unconscious. Into these theatrical
spaces she drops references to the absent performer — an
eye, a mouth, the suggestion of a skull - surreal suggestions
of a looming, but not quite fully bodied presence, again with
the other-worldly non-presence of Rousseau’s creatures. In
a final coup de theatre Kappos then pushes the canvases up
against each other into a discontinuous whole, surrounding
us and isolating us from the world outside the gallery in a
panorama of the mind, a dreamscape of the unreal city.

The resulting work, an installation of multiple parts,
enfolds the viewers in a voluptuous image bath, while
simultaneously holding us at a distance. We are carried
along by the sweep of the composition, yet it is cool

enough that we also admire the precision with which the
paintings are constructed and placed next to each other.
In this way a complex space is created in which differing
constructions of the real compete for approval, moving
between artist and viewer, interior and exterior. The
extreme flatness of the painting itself and the abrupt cuts
between canvases conspire to bring focus to the edges,
while the vibrant robustness of the imagery draws the
eye in and along, seeking narrative connections that are
perpetually lost in the fade.

| asked Kappos how she thought of her installations
in relation to the narrative conventions of film and comic
books, and while putting some distance between these
forms and what she does, she did say that she “wanted
the images to look as if they were fading in and out of the
picture frame.” That is, like the best flmmakers, she uses
the precision of technique to create an indeterminate,
imaginary space into which the viewer is pulled, another
world to get lost in.

“Tokyo is strange and foreign to me, space feels
compressed. | want the paintings to reflect the way the
vertical signage and the narrow buildings break up the
space. | made canvases that could be the sizes of these
signs and advertising. The vertical paintings also look like
the tall buildings and | thought hanging the paintings at
different heights with space in between would create the
look of a skyline.”

The new paintings were made while in residence at Tokyo
Wonder Site, which is to say they were created while the
artist was lost in an unfamiliar world. The studio itself began
where her previous installations left off; a dream space cut

off from previously understood notions of the everyday. The
task was to draw a new response. The first decision was to
build a more syncopated, rhythmic composition — the push
and shove of the pedestrian rather than the smooth ribbon
flow of the freeway. The second was to squarely set out the
problem of competing subjectivities. In the earlier works the
floating faces clearly referred to the artist, but functioned as
a device to bring the viewer in. Here the eyes hang in the sky,
illuminating the city as they observe it. They do not seem
introspective, but somehow more confrontational. Before,
the face sought out the viewer in an act of identification: in
the new work it is a mask, a refusal of affinity.

The central canvas is a double self-portrait, as Geisha
and anime character. Thus the outsider hides behind the
multi-layered signifiers of a culture she wishes to observe
while going unseen. There are the big eyes, confident or
alluring, and the resolute expression of the mouth; the
expectation of action is signaled, but the content of that
action left indeterminate. This is no longer a space of
reverie, but an acknowledgement of the particularities of
the present. We have moved beyond the comfort of the
known unknown into the everyday terrors of the alienated
subject seeking something to recognize and cling to. As we
are confronted by this gaze, the mask begins to crack; the
face splits, revealing a fissure of pure paint.

“It is often the spaces between the paintings that
interest me the most. The most interesting ideas are
glimpsed- if only for a moment.”

%k All quotations Marina Kappos in email correspondence with the author,

late July 2007.
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Acrylic on canvas
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2007
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2007
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Acrylic on canvas

213.4%X121.9cm
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2007

FIYVI, HYT7 R
Acrylic on canvas

152.4X91.4cm
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ARTIST STATEMENT

Marina Kappos

Tokyo is a sprawling city in constant flux, where there
is a high concentration of popular culture, manga,
anime, advertising, electronics, film, and fashion. These
paintings are a self-portrait — layered pieces of my image
on the city’s surface. My eyes pierce three canvases,
creating a face amongst the lights, ads and crowded city.
The paintings are vertical, like so much of Tokyo, where
space is a valuable commodity and the stacked buildings
feel overwhelming and claustrophobic. And, like the city,
the works are condensed, colorful and vibrant. Echoing
the streets, they crowd the gallery walls. The space in the
paintings is compressed and pushed to the surface; the
images are flattened, and like a flower pressed between
glass, they are reminiscent of Japanese screen painting.

I’m interested in self-portraiture and masking -
the idea that we are many things at once. We all play
different roles throughout our lives and within our
daily relationships. Japanese culture is maintained
with masking. There is a public ‘face’ presented with
politeness, respect and a humble demeanor. The
emphasis is on control and restraint. It provides a cover
of modesty for the individual’s complex personality.
Maybe this distinction is what allows Japanese culture to
indulge in extremes.

Then there is the literal mask. There must be a
relationship between the Geisha, with their painted white
faces, impossible hair and constricting kimono, to the
‘French Maid’ costumed girls of today’s Otaku culture.
Both involve sexualized young women and push the
boundaries of the costume and female representation. In
my paintings, | appear as if I’'m wearing a mask, split into

two identities: a Geisha’s face and the kind of girl you
would see in manga. This image is two different versions
of me, or not me at all.

All of the paintings exist between this kind of dual
relationship. The images hang between the real and the
abstract. They are both graphic and painterly — light and
dark. They create a representation of Tokyo, partly the
real Tokyo, but also the one | imagine as an outsider.

The outer edges of the installation depict the sea.
Japan is an island country, traditionally connected to
the water. The sheer variation of marine life available in
Japanese restaurants is extraordinary, and you can see
the vast market for seafood at Tsukiji, the largest fish
market in the world. Tsukiji made quite an impression
on me, as | walked through the stalls thinking about
the Edo fishermen who ate raw fish on rice as a quick
snack, inadvertently inventing sushi. But the connection
to the sea penetrates all aspects of Japanese culture,
from folklore — | was told a story about a half man/ half
fish named Kappa who must keep the top of his head
wet — to the indigo blues that were used to dye textiles.
The paintings are meant to echo this relationship,
surrounding the city with water.
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Born in U.S.A.
BFA from California Institute of the Arts, Los Angeles, CA
MFA from Yale University, School of Art, New Haven, CT

SELECTED SOLO EXHIBITIONS

2007
2005
2003
2002
2001
1999

“Marina Kappos,” Tokyo Wonder Site Shibuya, Tokyo
“A Murder of Crows,” The Happy Lion, Los Angeles
“Yellow Fever,” Sutton Lane, London

“Flora and Fauna,” 1-20 Gallery, New York
“Panorama,” Galeria Marabini, Bologna, Italy

“Marina Kappos: Fade to Grey,” I-20 Gallery, New York

SELECTED GROUP EXHIBITIONS

2007

2006

2005

2004
2003

“Pop Art 1960’s-2000’s,” Hachioji Yume Art Museum, Tokyo/
Hiroshima City Museum of Contemporary Art, Hiroshima/
Museum of Modern Art Ibaraki, Ibaraki, Japan

“Art Nova,” Art Basel Miami Beach, Miami, FL (I-20 Gallery)
“Pop Art 1960’s-2000’s,” Seiji Togo Memorial Sompo Japan
Museum of Art, Tokyo

“Telling,” Torrance Art Museum, Torrance, CA

“Contemporary Voice, The Contemporary American Art from
Misumi Collection,” Tottori Prefectural Museum, Tottori , Japan
“ART out of place,” Norwich Castle Museum and Art Gallery,
Norwich, England

“The Animal Show,” Haunch of Venison, London

“After Matisse/Picasso,” P.S.1. Contemporary Art Center, New
York
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TWS Aoyama: Creator-In-Residence

The Light and Color of Tokyo | Through the Residency Program

Tokyo Wonder Site

Marina Kappos was a resident and produced work as a Creator-in-
Residence in the Cultural residency program at Tokyo Wonder Site
(TWS) Aoyama between May and September 2007. Marina was
interested in Japanese culture before visiting Japan and said “it has
been a long time dream of mine to be able to come to Tokyo and
stay here for an extended time.” Her residency in Tokyo began by
visiting the venue for the exhibition, TWS Shibuya, for a thorough
check. This process involved not only being able to see for
herself how the space appeared but, by accurately measuring the
surfaces of the walls, giving her an understanding of how to line-
up the canvases and of what size they should be. In the exhibition,
she chose to hang the canvases vertically, being inspired by the
signboards that fill every knook and cranny of Tokyo’s streets.
She investigated everything from the thickness of the canvas to its
texture and, from her research, canvases were specially ordered.
While she was waiting for the canvases to arrive, she walked the
streets of Tokyo experiencing its many faces. Taking one step off a
fashionable main street, she found private houses and shrines, and
inconspicuous passageways lurking behind buildings, an urban
space where diverse things overlap and collide. She took Tokyo to
be a futuristic urban city. For someone whose work involves taking
a motif from urban surroundings, reconstructing it and expressing
it as a distinct landscape unto itself, these days spent were hugely
stimulating. You feel this from the paintings themselves with eyes
painted wide and overlapping the landscape. This is a distinct
change from the eyes that appear in her Los Angeles landscape
which are much smaller and blend into the environment more.
As you stare at the Tokyo paintings you see many diverse events
happening simultaneously.

She became interested in the Tsukiji fish market after reading
an article in a magazine and it provided much inspiration. She was
also touched by the beautiful packaging of food stuffs lined-up in
supermarkets. She was inspired by the colors, red, blue, green,
black and gold when she visited the temple at Nikko Toshogu and

witnessed the firework festival in Sumida-gawa. She was greatly
fascinated by her experience of Japanese summer, her eyes
being drawn by the array of colors from the firework display being
reflected in the sea amidst the sound of echoing thunder and the
sudden appearance of lightening.

During her stay she often attended exhibition receptions held
at TWS Hongo, TWS Shibuya and the Wednesday Lounge held in
Aoyama. She was very pro-active in her interactions with a great
many people, including young Japanese artists. In particular,
she interacted deeply with artists who exhibited at the “Tokyo
Painting - My Little Everyday Sceneries” exhibition, where the
artists involved continued to make drawings and add them to the
walls throughout the exhibition which was held at TWS Shibuya
between May and June. She was also hugely stimulated by the
sight of Japanese artists bringing materials regarding their work
and catalogs to social events for the visiting artists and pro-
actively sharing information with one another. She developed a
close friendship with the artist Bosco Sodi, who was in residence
at the same time as her. In the midst of her everyday activities she
sought to produce her work in a natural state of mind and, through
her interaction with the Mexican-born Bosco, she was refreshed
and was able to acquire a creative style which placed importance
on balance.

Many people participated in her artist talk held at the
Wednesday Lounge in June and the opening up of her studio in
conjunction with this talk resulted in a very successful reception
for her work, with comments including such statements as “the
impact from seeing her work first-hand was very powerful,” and
“an attractive balance of things from both thought and the body.”
The landscape of Tokyo she has portrayed during her stay, as well
as her own distinct perspective of the world will no doubt give us
an opportunity to discover new attractions in a landscape that we
Tokyo-ites are already very used to in our everyday lives.

A Murder of Crows

2005
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Installation detail at the Happy Lion

Acrylic on canvas

Yellow Fever

2003
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Installation view at Sutton Lane

Acrylic on canvas, wall
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TWS Aoyama: Creator-in-Residence Program Exhibition

Marina Kappos
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Catalogue
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Tokyo Wonder Site Shibuya
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Since its opening in 2001 as a new platform for
art in Tokyo, Tokyo Wonder Site (TWS) has been
functioning as a gateway for young Japanese
artists in coalition with the Tokyo government-
hosted “Tokyo Wonder Wall” competition. With
a variety of exhibitions by internationally active
artists, events introducing contemporary music,
collaboration projects with traditional arts and
crafts, artist-in-residence, and even club nights
involving artists and art fans, TWS has been
covering wide-ranging grounds. The opening of
TWS Shibuya in 2005 marked significant steps
toward the envisioned establishment of an
international art network platform. In 2006, TWS
Aoyama: Creator-in-Residence was launched
to function as a base for internationally oriented
creative work and platform for true dialogue and
exchange, and to offer the artist-in-residence

program focusing on the process of production.









