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Model figures offer a surprisingly satisfying unboxing experience. First, images on
the cardboard box spark the imagination — how could the model within fit into
one’s collection? Then there’s the sense of anticipation during the ride home,
followed by care when the box is finally opened. Loose pieces of plastic might be
found in sealed, see-through bags, or the parts might need to be snipped from
sprues, a “new toy smell” released after being sealed in at the factory. The figure will
require assembly and there could be no instructions. Some models need to be
painted, a process that could take days or weeks. Finally, decals add a touch of
realism or personalisation. The model joins an army or fleet or menagerie, and

then the collector starts the process all over again.
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Izumi Kato loves vintage toys. As a youngster, he particularly liked models of fauna
from around the world, perhaps using them to connect with creatures that he
couldn’t encounter in his hometown in Shimane Prefecture, on the northwestern
coast of Japan’s Honshu Island. Even now, that appreciation persists, and Kato has
taken to collecting figure models made in the 1960s and 70s, placing bids for them
in online auctions to grow his collection. These objects, along with a series of
sculptures made by Kato for a 2028 exhibition at Perrotin Paris, framed his latest
show in Hong Kong.

Untitled by Izumi Kato, Oil on canvas, 97 x 184 cm, 2023.
©2028 Izumi Kato. Courtesy the artist and Perrotin.

For the presentation at Perrotin’s gallery in K11 Atelier Victoria Dockside, the artist
included the boxes of more than 30 vintage models that he has acquired over the
years, including iconic items such as the Visible Woman and Visible Man, each with
a see-through plastic body, a skeleton and vital organs that fit together in
anatomically accurate ways, so that the models could once function as instruction
tools.

Kato’s decades-long fascination seems to play a part in informing the trademark
figures that are in all of his paintings and sculptures — the expressionless, spectral

boy and girl whose forms have come to define his artistic practice.
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It’s no wonder, then, that Kato has returned to these objects, blending them into
recently made paintings and sculptures. The walls of one room in Perrotin’s gallery
were lined with canvases depicting the artist’s figures seated, lying on the ground,
standing, or seemingly in flight or swimming, each accompanied by an animal with
translucent skin, showing the innards and skeletons of a horse, a fish, a cow, a dog, a
bird.

Kato’s practice has been described as otherworldly and mysterious. No doubt he
taps into veiled mysticism inspired by an upbringing in a location steeped in
folklore and supernatural tales. At the same time, his works presented at Perrotin
could be read as a playful look back at a pastime and collection that he loves, the
artist revealing a bit more of himself, letting quiet vulnerability seep through.

The exhibition traced roots that inform Kato’s artmaking, connecting his recent
paintings and sculptures with an old hobby. To drive the point home, model figures
of birds, a rhinoceros and a Visible Man were incorporated into three sculptural
works. Also, the artist made boxed kits of miniature stones—like those he casts for
his painted “stone” sculptures—their forms chosen based on how he sees the crooks
and contours of body parts in the rocks he encounters in nature.

Untitled by Izumi Kato, Sculpture: acrylic on wood, plastic model, stainless steel » 67 x 46 x 20
cm, Drawing: Fabric, acrylic, pastel, collage, embroidery » 40 x 48 cm, 2023.
©20238 Izumi Kato. Courtesy the artist and Perrotin.
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Kato’s show glued his past to the present in a deeply personal way. Others often
load complex notions onto his work, spanning post-Second World War expression,
Shinto polytheism, apocalyptic undertones and other weighty themes. But the
experience of viewing the artist’s work doesn’t need to be so dense and over-
intellectualised. After all, Kato is merely showing his works’ viewers how much he
appreciates the objects that expanded his world when he was a boy, where pieces of

plastic seeded inspiration for decades to come.

Featured image: View of Izumi Kato’s exhibition at Perrotin Hong Kong, 2024. © Izumi Kato Photo:
Ringo Cheung. Courtesy the artist and Perrotin.
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