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View of Izumi Kato’s solo exhibition at Perrotin, Hong Kong, 2018.
Photo: Ringo Cheung, ©2018 Izumi Kato, Courtesy the Artist and Perrotin

Izumi Kato paints with a recurring motif of unique creatures, and
since 2003 has produced three-dimensional work using camphor wood
and soft vinyl. In recent years he has widened his field internationally,
and in this year has a forthcoming large-scale outdoor project in Hong
Kong. With his popularity in the market as well, he can surely be said
to be one of the representative artists of Japan’s 2000s. We visited
him in his atelier in downtown Tokyo.

-- M. Kato, your two-dimensional work in recent years has been particularly
interesting, the colors and the approach to the canvas continuously changing.
There is something fresh about your drawings utilizing collage techniques.

Kato My paintings change as a result of the dialogue between them and
me. As a whole, my paintings keep changing and, like the show I did at the
Perrotin Hong Kong, I exhibit my current approach at each solo show.

The drawings with textiles as a base material are a new series. I make a
collage or some stitching using textiles and other things I find around me,
like paper. I have also been working for a while on a series using old picture
frames I bought at flea markets, and in the aspect of combining various
elements, something of my sculptural work is brought back.

The big piece composed on several joined canvases is a slightly complex
work. My approach to sculpture is to plan where to cut first and then sculpt
the body, or forge connections, and that method is reflected in my painting
process.

-- The print making you say you have just started is a fresh challenge.

Kato The lithograph studio ‘Idem’ in Paris still uses the same lithographic
plate that was used to print the artists from the Ecole de Paris (School of
Paris) such as Picasso and Chagall. I draw on the stone board, and then the
craftsmen print it. The characteristics of the stone, which affect the color and
texture, translate to the print, and are checked during the printing process.
The technical ability of the printers is incredibly high and, in contrast with
my normal process of producing painting by myself, it has led to highly
stimulating collaboration. This process of printmaking will impact upon my
painting in the future. I try many things, but I am first and foremost a painter,
so everything I do is for my painting.

-- The creatures you paint somehow bring fairies to mind. Don’t you have
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Untitled, 2017, fabric, pastel and embroidery on paper, vintage frame, 31.5%25.7cm

Photo: Kei Okano, ©2017 Izumi Kato, Courtesy the Artist and Perrotin

any other characters than them?

Kato Many people say many things about my work, but all I do is put
anonymous human shapes into my paintings. Shimane, where I grew up,
is a place with a rich tradition of ghosts and monsters, and that may have
influenced my way of thinking. But I don’t personally believe in any of those
spiritual things.

It is far easier psychologically to paint a subject that is non-human. I think,
probably because we are human ourselves, the way we judge human subjects
is harsher than how we judge other things, so it raises the bar. Although all
artists are on the same path, my choice at the moment is to put a human form
of my own creation into my paintings. There is nothing I do with no purpose,
but equally I don’t make direct explanations of anything.

What I think is good about painting is the fact that all you need to compete
is a good piece of work. So in a way, painters are like athletes. There
is definitely something you could call a level of quality, which you can
immediately see if you are part of that industry. In that kind of world, I
would like to reach the same level as the artists who, employing the same
methods as me, have left masterpieces. Or even be better than them. Their
work is a sort of a record — I mean artists like Francis Bacon, Van Gogh, or
Picasso. My biggest motivation is to improve my record and surpass them,
so in that sense I don’t pay much attention to judgments in the context of
contemporary art.

The art world is cruel and unfair, and I feel the judgments that come out of
it are impossible to control. But sometimes there are good returns when you
produce something successful, which is fulfilling. In that ways, it is like life.

-- That’s a profound thought. The stone work you produced in Japan is new
too. I also hear that you have a new project going on in Hong Kong.

Kato Ican’treveal many details, but I have started production of an
outdoor project there. Actually, I started thinking about that series in Hong
Kong. I have been renting a studio there, and because it is close to the sea

I often go fishing. I passed by a rocky area and the idea suddenly came to
me. What is most important is that, when intuition strikes, you act on it with
a fresh mind. I don’t want to repeat the same work I have done before. The
rocks I use are mainly collected from close to the exhibition space, so when
I worked in Japan there were a lot of round stones, in contrast to square ones
in Hong Kong: it is interesting to find unique characteristics of the rocks
depending on the location.

I’'m not the kind of artist who commits to a single place, but I personally
like Hong Kong. You can really see the energy of the city in the frantic
movement of people and money. People from almost every country in the
world are there, and there are European and American galleries too. Tokyo is
a comfortable place to live, but it is perhaps too stable and a bit less exciting.
This September I have a solo show in Seoul, and then another in New

York, and I aim to show my best work in each space. Also, these days I am
in a band called “THE TETRAPOTZ”* with four other artists, and we are
planning to release a self-produced album. I'm sure that experience will
filter back into my painting someday, too (laugh).

* See THE TETRAPOTZ on the YouTube (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3570JHALbOA)
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Born 1969 in Shimane Prefecture. 1992
Graduated from Musashino Art University.
Held numerous solo and group exhibitions.
Public Collections: The National Museum of
Art, Osaka, Museum of Contemporary Art
Tokyo, The Franks-Suss Collection (London),
Long Museum (Shanghai), etc.
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