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The politics of minimalism: Discussion about Kai Koyama
Arai Hiroyuki Art/Culture and Social Criticism
21 February 2024

Koyama's latest solo exhibition is “Small Resistance” held at Toki Art Space from January 23rd to
February 4th, 2024. This is a solo exhibition that has been held under the same title since 2021, and
this year will be the third time. There is also continuity in the content of the exhibition, with the
work entitled “Line” forming the main composition.

The support for this “line” is gampi paper. Lines drawn at equal intervals densely fill the screen.
The lines are not drawn mechanically but are drawn using a ruler, and as a result, there are slight
fluctuations or misalignments. This gives the viewer a pleasant physical sensation that goes beyond
visual pleasure. This is the same principle that allows electronic music to have subtle fluctuations in
rhythm rather than pure regular patterns, giving the listener a sense of familiarity and comfort.

Koyama creates works called “lines” by sandwiching carbon paper between Ganpi paper, folding it
in quarters, and writing on top of it with a pen to transfer the lines. There are only three types of
lines: blue, black, and red. It is said that this method was born from his daily life, where it is
difficult to find the time and space for a complete production. The works are imprinted with
Koyama's daily life.

Looking at the exhibition composition of his past three solo exhibitions, there are some changes.
The first time, the small two-dimensional works that he had been working on were also interwoven,
but from the second time onwards, “lines” were the main focus. The exception is the “Electricity
Bill Non-Payment Project” that Koyama has been working on for some time, specifically, switching
TEPCO's electricity bill to monthly payment instead of direct debit, and paying by writing an anti-
nuclear request in the communication column. The receipt was also displayed. This second time, the
walls were covered with lines.

The third exhibition is characterized by the placement of large “lines” not only posted on the walls
but also suspended from lines across the exhibition room. When people move, the “lines” slightly
sway, inviting visual and physical pleasure.

Although Michael Fried has rejected the idea that installation works can be transformed through the
participation of the viewer, calling it “theatricality”, this is generally accepted in a positive light.
Comparing Koyama's second and third exhibitions, the range of changes that occur when viewed is
greater, and the theatricality is heightened. So, what is this theatricality?

Let me now correct the common sense that is prevalent in Japan regarding “minimal art”. Koyama's
work can be classified as minimal art. Minimal art is considered in the Japanese art world to be
unrelated to politics. It is often mentioned and praised only in terms of formalism and modernism.
On the other hand, installation works with themes and narratives that have increased since the 1990s
are viewed with disdain by formalists and modernists as "impure" because they refer to the outside
of the work and often have political themes. It was done.

In fact, in recent years overseas, it has been argued that minimal art artists were involved in political
movements, specifically the anti-war movement of the 1970s. Several critics have also interpreted
the work itself politically. Let me summarize my analysis of Carl Andre and Donald Judd's works



and introduce only the main points. Using materials that they do not process has the effect of
reducing capitalist utility. Furthermore, by arranging minimal materials in the same way, hierarchy
is denied. A lack of explicit theme, subject matter, or message often distracts from the implications,
but there are also examples, such as Dan Flavin, where the argument is more explicit.

Koyama is also involved in raising issues and supporting activities related to Chechnya, Ukraine,
and Palestine. In terms of political activities within the category of art, there is a project in which he
played a central role, the “Declaration of the End of the Olympic Games Exhibition”.

Koyama’s “Line” work has two intentions. First, he contrasts meaningless production (labour) with
meaninglessness. It is also about expressing individuality through repetitive and regular work.
Minimalism generally seems to be the embodiment of capitalism and industrialism. However, if we
view art and expression as a process rather than a result, there is a levelling and reduction. At that
time, what should have been a meaningless act will take on meaning. It is a dilemma of
utilitarianism, where a meaningless act ends up being meaningful.

And individuality is imprinted in the uncertainty of the angle and spacing of the lines. Added to this
uncertainty is the visual dazzle of repeatability. Additionally, as the viewer moves, airflow is
created, causing the work to sway. Everything is not fixed and objective, but relative and subjective.
It only arises from mutual relationships.

The state of this work is related to the political movement and political art movement that Koyama
is involved in. Koyama describes his intention to create his work as “envelopment”. Enveloping
means dividing, delineating, and enclosing. He uses this against the establishment. Because he uses
a minimalistic method, his works do not have the sublimity of a larger story. The encirclement and
confrontation that he refers to does not end with minimal ‘individuals”.

This is because there is a theatricality, or relationship, between the work and the observer, which is
the most public form of expression.

Precisely because an act is minimal, it is also anarchy, and it also creates solidarity. This is also
because minimalism embodies a “minimal autonomy” that denies hierarchy. Herein lies the
possibility of Koyama's work “Small Acts of Resistance”.
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