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Shigeko Kubota
MUSEUM OF MODERN ART 

After studying sculpture at the Tokyo University of Education, Shigeko 
Kubota (1937–2015) relocated to New York in 1964 and quickly estab-
lished herself within the city’s Fluxus community as a facilitator of 
events, a maker of objects, and a performance artist in her own right. 
Yet the groundbreaking 1969 exhibition “TV as a Creative Medium,” 
staged at New York’s Howard Wise Gallery (the artist reviewed the 
show for the Japanese art magazine Bijutsu Techo), and the invention 
of the Sony Porta-Pak (an affordable compact video camera with 
instant playback) irrevocably changed the way she would approach 
artmaking. “Liquid Reality,” a presentation that features a decade and 
a half of Kubota’s trailblazing output, begins in 1970—a watershed 
year, for that’s when the artist bought herself a Porta-Pak.

Self-Portrait, ca. 1970–71, the only video in the show without a 
sculptural element, opens a window onto Kubota’s early experiments 
with the medium. Rendered in a shifting palette of neon yellow, hot 
pink, and cyan, the single-channel piece depicts the artist opening and 
closing her mouth, which is radiating light. Kubota achieved the work’s 
intense Fauvist hues using a synthesizer made by engineer Shuya Abe 
and artist Nam June Paik, whom she eventually wed in 1977. By play-
ing with feedback, she also interpolated her face with visible scan lines 
and sparking glitches. Kubota called the Porta-Pak a “new paintbrush,” 
but characterized the device—which, despite being relatively compact, 
weighed about twenty pounds—in more corporeal terms as well. She 
described herself as “bleeding” and “shitting” video, carrying her camera 
“as Vietnamese women do . . . their [babies].” As Kubota espoused 
the notion of electronic media as sensory prosthetic—popularized by 
theorist Marshall McLuhan—she also underscored the gendered, 
racialized, and coded nature of the machine as it fused, cyborg-like, 
with her own body.

The exhibition includes merely one example from Kubota’s pro-
found two-decade engagement with the work of Marcel Duchamp. 
Duchampiana: Nude Descending a Staircase, 1976—the first video 
sculpture ever purchased by New York’s Museum of Modern Art (in 
1981)—comprises a stout plywood staircase in which are embedded 
four monitors playing garishly colorized footage of filmmaker Sheila 

McLaughlin going down a set of glitched-out steps. As layered fast- and 
slow-motion clips from multiple perspectives garble McLaughlin’s 
naked form, the chronophotography that originally inspired the creation 
of Duchamp’s 1912 painting is taken to new heights.

That piece, however, is an outlier here, as most of the video sculp-
tures on view take environmental phenomena—including rivers, water-
falls, and reflective pools—as their subject matter (fitting for an artist 
who was fascinated by Land art and grew up around the mountains of 
the Niigata Prefecture in Japan). Kubota’s tongue-in-cheek literaliza-
tion of “media ecology” challenged false dichotomies between nature 
and technology while celebrating the potential sublimity of both. In 
Three Mountains, 1976–79, seven video monitors that play footage 
from the artist’s travels (via foot, car, and helicopter) in the American 
West are nestled in the mirrored recesses of three large plywood pyra-
mids built by fellow video artist Al Robbins. Filmed in mythic locales 
such as the Grand Canyon and Grand Teton National Park, the work 
depicts sunsets in preposterously ersatz hues and moving sierras overlaid 
with geometric patterns. Enhanced by the kaleidoscopic effects of the 
faceted mirrors and an ambient recording of wind, Three Mountains 
feels extrasensory. Yet the simple pyramids—perhaps a riff on Minimal-
ist sculpture, especially when used as props for avant-garde dance—
keep viewers tethered to perspectives that deny a full view of the action 
unfolding. Vision is further obfuscated in River, 1979–81, in which 
three suspended monitors facing downward function like projectors, 
transmitting punchy graphics and colorized sequences of Kubota swim-
ming onto the watery contents of a simulated river in a steel basin. To 
discern the images flowing by requires physical exertion—crouching, 
craning, squinting.

Kubota sought an alternative to the way that video is created and 
consumed, encouraging viewers to critically engage with the medium 
rather than passively absorb it. “Why do I climb the mountain?” 
Kubota asked in her writings on Three Mountains. “Not ‘Because it is 
there,’ a colonialist/imperialist notion, but to perceive: to see.”

—Cassie Packard

Georges Mathieu
NAHMAD CONTEMPORARY/PERROTIN

Georges Mathieu (1921–2012) took painting where it had never been 
before—not just in pioneering lyrical abstraction but also, remarkably, 
in opening it up to include performance. A prototype of the artist as 
global citizen, Mathieu collaborated with members of the Gutai group 
in Osaka, Japan; staged tour-de-force events and exhibitions through-
out Europe, South America, and Israel; and was an active participant 
in New York’s art scene. On occasion, he’d make his cinematically 
scaled canvases in the street. Sometimes he wore incredible kimono-
style ceremonial garb to create his pictures for museum audiences, his 
surfaces either tacked to the wall or laid onto the floor. He incorporated 
photography and film into his practice to capture his painting perfor-
mances, which were characterized by a wild repertoire of spontaneous 
movements full of dramatic rushes and running lunges, with the artist 
utilizing an arsenal of long brushes and plenty of tubes of paint. His 
intense, meditative focus in this documentation is very compelling—it’s 
apparent that, while performing these spectacles, he wasn’t in the world 
you and I share in any ordinary sense. 

Major museums collected Mathieu’s work, and he was compared to 
Willem de Kooning and Jackson Pollock. Eventually, however, he fell 
out of favor—his flamboyance and theatricality ultimately proved too 
much for American audiences and artists alike in the sober milieu of 
the New York School. His last show in the United States was in 1987. 
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But more than thirty years later, Nahmad Contemporary and Perrotin 
remedied this appalling absence in a major exhibition by presenting 
canvases and works on paper—with an ample selection of archival 
materials—that spanned his lengthy career from the beginning of the 
1950s to the early 1990s.

Whether Mathieu produced his work in public or in more intimate 
settings, his signature style is characterized by densely worked calli-
graphic fields that hover in empty space. Like choreographic schemes, 
they are rhythmic traces of an extended moment in time indexed to the 
movements of the body. Mathieu produced dozens of these experimen-
tal gargantuan paintings, three of which—alongside fifty more canvases 
that are modestly scaled, at least by comparison—were featured in this 
dual-venue retrospective, the artist’s first in New York. And believe me, 
they are stunners.

One of these, Paris, Capital of the Arts, 1965, which is nearly thirty 
feet wide, features a vast expanse of sky blue showcasing skeins of 
marks and flourishes in red, yellow, black, and white that are suspended 
in the painting’s radiant atmospherics. It’s as though we’re seeing a 
mirage of heraldic shields fluttering and unfurling on a distant horizon. 
The Victory of Denain, 1963, measuring more than twenty feet across, 
teems with kinetic energy as forms flicker and flare like fireworks 
against a field of modulated brown that suggests warfare under a dawn-
ing light. The title references a battle in 1712 that took place between 
French troops and Dutch and Austrian forces—a melee that comes 
across like a full-frontal assault on the canvas. Through his intuitive 
style and bravura, Matheiu balances unbridled aggression and heroic 
passion with exquisite sensitivity to nuance and detail.

Equally expansive is Matta Slums, 1978, rendered in black and 
white and a range of grays. The work calls to mind an animated “float-
ing world” that effloresces vaguely architectural constellations and 
morphing pathways, which invite the viewer into the composition. 
Many other large but less monumental canvases featured abstract tab-
leaux that felt like nocturnal illuminations or apparitions of thought. 
Mathieu also produced streamlined automatist gestures against mono-
chromatic white grounds in works that relinquish grandeur for inti-
macy and quietude. In later paintings, such as Immensite désemparée 
(Dismayed Intensity), 1989–90, and L’infini funeste (Ill-Fated Infinity), 
1990, the artist utilized dark tones and field effects to create dense 
enigmatic surfaces. There is so much to unpack and consider in 
Mathieu’s art. Let’s hope this wasn’t our last chance to experience this 
artist’s visionary oeuvre.

—Jan Avgikos

Thomas Nozkowski
PACE

 

The English polymath John Dee—mystic, renowned mathematician, 
and trusted adviser to Queen Elizabeth I, among other things—talked 
to the angels. Dee claimed they introduced him to an ancient tongue 
spoken by divinities . . . even God himself. The letterforms of this lan-
guage, Enochian, are voluptuous, like a more sensuous version of the 
uppercase Greek alphabet. Occult scholars have for centuries failed to 
completely crack the code behind the celestial messages Dee recorded 
in his journals. I regard abstract painter Thomas Nozkowski (1944–
2019) as a breed of seer similar to Dee. The artist was a devout believer 
in the unknown, and his luminous, numinous works read like bulletins 
delivered by the strangest, chicest spirits.

I imagine, however, that Nozkowski would have scoffed at this com-
parison. As he said in a 2009 interview with curator Kathy Goncharov, 
“Every painting I do comes from something in the real world.” Yet 
what his lambent, luxurious vistas were based on within our shared 
reality is anyone’s guess. His works, as many critics before me have 
noted, capture the eye and confuse the senses. One doesn’t gloss over 
a Nozkowski in a museum or gallery; one tumbles into it, Alice-like, 
deep into its myriad byzantine depths. The trip is dizzying, marvel-
ous, and available to anyone willing to open their eyes wide and 
plunge in. 

The fifteen oil-on-linen-on-panel paintings included in Nozkowski’s 
exhibition at Pace are considered his final works. He started the majority 
of them after he was diagnosed with pancreatic cancer in 2015. Yet, as 
writer and curator Marc Mayer stated in the beautiful introduction he 
penned for the show’s catalogue, “Not even slightly do these paintings 
feel last; there is none of Titian’s relaxed acquiescence . . . or de Kooning’s 
expiring attenuation. I get no sense of a change in tone, no darkened 
palette, no resignation, no final reflections or dour self-assessments, and 
certainly no morbidity.” Indeed, the ostensibly mud-and-crud colored 
Untitled (9-44), 2015, manages to evince gaiety and goofiness, even 
though its numerous polka dots are rendered in shades of dirty green, 
pale dung, liver red, and greasy ocher. A brownish ghostlike wedge of 
a figure, delineated by a chain of white orbs, hovers in the picture’s 
shallow foreground. If this creature is meant to function as a portent 
of doom, he’s failed spectacularly at the task. His chubby chocolaty 
body is all wonky french curves, recalling a fancy birthday-cake topper 
that has gently dissipated during a long and lively party.
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