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The Work of Tatsuo Miyajima as Process

For twenty years now, the combinations of ever-changing numbers plus the light-emitting diodes (LEDs) shown to the beholder, have been the characteristic stylistic means employed by the Japanese artist Tatsuo Miyajima. He works with light, with spaces, with time. He uses these to create large installations in which the beholder gets lost, because in the darkened rooms these sources of light provide the only orientation, and, what’s more, the carriers of these diodes seem themselves to hover in space. In 1988, Miyajima took part in an exhibition in Europe for the first time, showing his work Sea of Time at the Venice Biennale. Various diode elements were scattered on the floor of a darkened room, the display, in blue, consisting of numbers, thus evoking the impression of the “sea of times” of the title. The individual modules of each installation, which permanently count from one to nine but never display a zero, Miyajima calls “gadgets”; these can, as in Sea of Time, appear as a seemingly unordered structure scattered on the floor, or also extend in geometric configurations in serial arrangement across the surface of a wall or floor. The installation of the gadgets over a larger spatial distance has the consequence that the digitally controlled lighting up of the figures in the distance is only recognizable as light, and is no longer legible in its specific sequence of numbers. The gadgets become abstract sources of light, without indication any specific co-ordinates of Euclidean space. In her article Tatsuo Miyajimas Chronovision Lynne Cooke thus uses the term “disembodied eye” (in reference to the perceptual psychologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty) in order to make it clear that the beholder is deprived of spatial orientation when confronted with the works of.1 The artist himself suggests just this when he gave his first important work the title Sea of Time. The sea fascinates us precisely because of its endless expanse and boundless openness, just as does the phenomenon of time, for whose apparent measurability figures were introduced as an aid. Miyajima’s “Chronovision” is the mission of his pictorial work to make us aware of the timelessness of counting. To this end he uses the medium of digital and thus linear counting, which suggests understanding time as a process proceeding in one direction. The figure showing at any given moment represents a momentary snapshot which at the same time is also always to be understood as a momentary configuration of the present in time.

Analogue v. digital time display

I shall digress at this point in order to clarify the different ways that time and its measurement are displayed. We are talking about the difference between analogue and digital displays. In Germany at least, viewers tuning in to the public-service broadcasters can follow these two different concepts every evening on their screens. Those who are waiting to watch the 7 p.m. news on the ZDF channel, titled heute, will see on the screen a clock with a conventional face. The second-hand turns, and every time it completes a revolution the minute hand moves forward a tick, gradually followed by the hour hand. In this image of time measurement, time comes across as something cyclic. The circular shape of the clock is the expression of a self-contained system that remains comprehensible and can be taken in at once. A day is structured into two times twelve units and the image of the clock-face can be used for the graphic presentation of any time of day. 

Those who waiting to watch the 8 p.m. news on the other public-service channel, ARD, titled Tagesschau, will see the time presented digitally. The digital counter, subdivided into minutes and seconds, approaches number by number the time when the programme is due to begin. This never-ending counter also seems to continue running invisibly in the background. The digital display uses the image of a straight line along which time is irreversibly driven. 

The analogue display provides a way of visualizing time as a whole, while the digital system with its momentary display presents us with the before and after. These two different images of time display conceal concepts which mean more than they reveal to us.

Time as direction

In this (second) digression I seek to show that Miyajima, by presenting the linear model of time in the form of his digital diodes, understands time as an infinite continuum and at the same time takes away the given linearity by having the combination of figure continually change. He does not show a specific time, which the figures could be used to display. Miyajima creates a picture which seeks to represent time as abstractly as possible. In this idea of time “removed” by illogical combinations of numbers, Miyajima finds a pictorial metaphor for what the title Sea of Time expresses in words. The title is a paradox: time and sea exclude each other, or else the two relate to each other like a synonym. The idea of sea evokes a similar picture to time. The fact that Miyajima’s installations have to take place in darkened rooms in order to express light, and as a result any orientation in the room is at the very least confused, Miyajima even seeming to press beholders to orient themselves in these rooms by what seems to dissolve the orientation, namely his abstract combination of figures: all this reinforces the metaphor of timeless time and, in the presence of his installations triggers the existential feeling of not having any bearings anywhere.

Since the early work Sea of Time, dating from 1988, Tatsuo Miyajima has, in every subsequent installation, followed a motto which has become the verbal logo of his artistic activity: “Keep changing: Connect with Everything: Continue forever.” From behind this creed there emerges a clear attitude designed to serve as a bridge to an art-historical look backwards. In this declaration there are echoes of what is known in Europe as the “Fluxus” movement. Miyajima’s urge to permanent change, to perpetual continuation of his own actions, recalls for example the “création permanent” of Robert Filliou. It takes up the open structure of an art which since the 1960s has made this openness (Umberto Eco) into a manifesto. Genre boundaries have been removed, different perceptual senses addressed, and innovative media adopted with enthusiasm. It is hardly possible still to determine whether Tatsuo Miyajima is to be understood as a sculptor, as he works with physical material and with space. It creates pictures from light, which are immaterial and have to be seen from a distance, as if they were paintings. He builds his work on concepts and combines it increasingly with the mission to reflect on history with pictures. These are all features of an art movement characterized by artists in 1960s’ Europe.

Beginnings of process art: Gutai
At the same time, Tatsuo Miyajima still remains committed to the Japanese tradition. In relation to the theme of “time”, Lynne Cooke pointed as early as 1991 in her above-mentioned article, to the date-pictures of On Kawara and the photographs by Hiroshi Sugimoto, which were created with an extremely long exposure period and sought to freeze time, just as every photograph seeks to do. It is revealing to turn for a moment to the earlier work of Tatsuo Miyajima, his performances, which took place in front of style-creating LED installations. When we do this, the aspect of the processual, which also has a essential co-determining input to today’s work, becomes clear alongside the theme of time. In the catalogue of the Tokyo Opera City Art Gallery dating from 2000, Mami Kataoka takes a look at Miyajima’s early work. She describes the actions and performances which he carried out in the Tokyo urban space between 1981 and 1983.2 In the performance NA. AR. (Voice) for example, Miyajima emitted loud cries in the midst of the passers-by who happened to be at the Shibuya intersection, famous because it is always crowded. The people looked around, but went on their way. In another performance with the title NA. AR. (Human Stone) Miyajima spent minutes at a time in the Ginza district in a squatting position, motionless as a stone, in the midst of the flow of pedestrians, drawing attention to himself by thus keeping still. Finally the performance NA. AR. (Rain) concentrates the meaning of time and process into the momentary appearance of a visual phenomenon.

On 22 July 1982 (he wrote the date beside him on the tarmac), as it was starting to rain, Tatsuo Miyajima lay down in a Tokyo street and allowed himself to get wet with the intention of keeping the ground beneath his body dry. After a while, when everything around him was wet, he got up, leaving the silhouette of his body as a dry patch in the street, or at least for as long as the rain allowed this visible colour contrast between wet and dry tarmac to persist. The weather moments were made visible, the time of his recumbency was recognizable, and the human figuration was directly reminiscent of the anthropometries such as were created by Yves Klein. He painted his models’ bodies blue in order to press them to the canvas and thus leave an impression of their silhouettes. These images of art-history are recalled directly by the documentary photo of Tatsuo Miyajima’s action. And not without reason: a chain of association leads on to art-historical roots, which are based in Japan itself and which seem to be more important for Miyajima’s work than has been said to date.

On closer examination of the Japanese avantgarde the medium of performance and action in the public space takes on a special significance as a stylistic device for temporally limited intervention. It manifests the ideals of the Japanese artist-movement that has become known under the name of Gutai st3. The Gutai group was formed by young Japanese artists in Osaka in December 1954, artists who rejected the centuries-old ideal of imitation in Japanese art, and sought experimentation. Their spokesman was Jiro Yoshihara (1905–1972), who belonged to the previous generation, for it was he who set the motto according to which the artists of the Gutai group were to act: “Create something that no one has created before you.” And: “Beware of imitating others.”

In 1952 Yoshihara had begun to organize monthly meetings under the title “conversations about art”. These events, or one could also say these training sessions, gave rise two years later to the Gutai group, which, no less significantly, dissolved itself on his death in 1972. “The word ‘gutai’ means something like ‘concrete’, but in Japanese more in the sense of ‘spontaneous’ and ‘direct’, relating to the ability of expressing one’s own thoughts and feelings directly and without reflexion.”4
In order to express this directness, the group’s first exhibition took place in a pine-wood in Ashiya in July 1955: “The experiment consists in entering into direct contact with nature and exposing oneself to the natural forces of sun, wind and rain,” was how Yoshihara put it.5  During this first open-air exhibition, sculptures were created whose appearance was intentionally strongly affected by the weather, the influence of the elements being, after all, intended. Wind moved the light materials such as textiles and cellophane, which thus constantly changed their shapes. This stressed the rejection of all traditional static materials other wise used by sculptors. In a next step, the Gutai artists presented themselves in October 1955 in the rooms of Oharao Kaikan, Tokyo, where evidently the first happening in the history of art took place, as Alan Kaprow, the “father” of this art form, later himself acknowledged in his 1966 book.6  Saburo Murakami had built a dual-layer wall of lengths of paper, in order to jump through it.

After that, events were intentionally held on theatrical stages, first in Osaka, then in Tokyo. When Michel Tapié, the spokesman of French Informel, was invited to make the opening speech at an event in April 1958, this represented a breakthrough in terms of the Gutai group’s international recognition; even today Michel Tapié is seen as the one who made Gutai known outside Japan, in particular as he presented the group at exhibitions in New York and  Paris.7 He was also the intermediary who closed the circle between them and the Parisian avantgarde of the period. This should make it clear that the ideals of a momentary, “spontaneous-direct” form of expression, as disseminated later by the Fluxus artists in Europe, had its roots in the Japanese avantgarde of the 1950s, and that the early interventions by Tatsuo Miyajima in the urban space of Tokyo would certainly have been inconceivable without knowledge of the Gutai movement – deeply anchored in a different understanding of time and process.

Time-counting processes

It is obvious that time is the theme of the work of Tatsuo Miyajima, but it should by now be equally clear that time for Miyajima is presented as a process of counting. This perpetual processual nature distinguishes Miyajima’s numbers from a possible symbolic plane of significance, such as we find linked with certain numbers in the Christian world view. Miyajima plays his “symbolism” in the form of significant titles, which are assigned to the process of the work. The process of counting is endless and for him, without a goal, compared with say, the picture concept of Roman Opalka, who has dedicated his painting activity and his life to the painted depiction of the numbers from 1 to infinity.

In 2003 Tatsuo Miyajima succeeded in carrying the processual (the idea of Gutai) into the public space with his work Counter Void for the Asahi TV station in the new Tokyo district of Roppongi. It is a permanent installation, which in Germany would be called “Kunst-am-Bau” (literally: “art-on-the-building”). On 5-metre high panes, across the 50-metre broad glass façade there appear monumental numbers in the familiar typography of a digital display schema, so that within each individual field each number can be formed from the same modules. The figures are constantly changing, showing different number configurations. Controlled by a computer, the random element which finds its expression in these numbers appears as an endless counting device, which in its ostensible boundlessness – alongside the technoid-perfect aesthetics – also has something threatening about it. If you go with this impression to the viewing platform on the Mori Tower in the centre of Roppongi, which is the actual goal of many visitors, particularly at night, in order to see the lights of Tokyo, then one is reminded directly of Tatsuo Miyajima’s light installation at the foot of the skyscraper (and Tokyo’s cityscape below one comes across like his first work Sea of Time: the beholders experiences the lights of the city like an endless sea). Seen from the 60th floor of the Mori Tower, one has the same view, on a gigantic scale, as though one were looking down on Sea of Time. One feels this perspective of the “disembodied eye” as the perception of an abstract world which can no longer be grasped. In the face of Tokyo’s sea of lights, the time-counting process of Tatsuo Miyajima comes across in one’s mind’s eye as the attempt to encompass something which is incomprehensible, and anyway can only be comprehended as a process. The monumentality of many a quantity expressed in numbers or another form can only regain human scale by processual perception. This is one possible insight resulting from looking at the work of Tatsuo Miyajima.  
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