Eugen Blume

The Ripened Star of the Tomorrows

The exhibition of the Japanese artist Tatsuo Miyajima is a special event, because something is reflected in the artist and his demands that is of altogether existential importance for our modern world: the spiritual bringing together of Eastern and Western culture, which, over the millennia, have developed in different ways and which, since they have noted each other’s existence, each fascinated by the other, now face each other in a productive fashion. Since Western man realized in the 14th century how to understand and characterize himself as subject, he has also had knowledge of the Asian realm and at an early stage learnt that his linear thinking stood in opposition to the cyclical Asian systems. In the great Eastern doctrine of contrasts and their unity, the East is for the West something of the lost brother, and only with his spiritual reclamation can one speak of the yearned-for wholeness of mankind. The removal of contrasts, or rather their harmonious intermeshing, as illustrated by the Chinese Yin and Yang symbol, is a literally vital process for our future. 

It would be unimaginable, and I do not believe it will happen, for the East simply to become another West, for Eastern culture to be usurped and replaced by the pragmatic Western culture of economics. The Eastern cultures are, as we can see most easily in the many products which enrich our world of goods, societies characterized by vitality. And yet there are voices from the Asian countries which are worried about their own spiritual autonomy, or its transfer and union on equal terms with Western culture. On the spiritual level, we have much catching up to do: Sony is familiar to us by now, but who is familiar with the spiritual foundations of Japanese culture, for example Zen Buddhism?

In this sense, an artist like Tatsuo Miyajima is a spiritual ambassador who has developed a critical awareness and symbolic images for the dangers of unilateral appropriation. His basic forms, which are structured from rational time and number, and from light as a cosmic event, and which he philosophically translates into the constantly flowing, the mutually combining, and the eternal, have already undergone a spiritual alliance of Western and Eastern philosophy. Miyajima acts not just as artist, but as a West-Eastern philosopher, whose role models are important names such as Daisetz T. Suzuki, the great Japanese philosopher who enthused Western writers and philosophers for Zen Buddhism in Europe back in the 1920s already, and in America was the teacher of John Cage. Cage in turn is, when we are talking of a peaceful union of contrasts, the Western counterpart, an artist who has oriented his art to Zen-Buddhist rules of wisdom. John Cage, who grew up in the pietistic capitalism of North America, sought the meditative cyclical movement of Eastern cultures as both salvation and extension. Cage, as one of the great composers of the 20th century, finally abandoned the linearity of music in favour of chance, and declares the cyclical movement of all the noises that surround us to be music. For his images and his compositions the minimalist Zen rock garden in the Ryoanji Temple in Kyoto was the experience which set him along his path. The garden, which consists of nothing more than fifteen rocks in five groups on a raked area of gravel, embodies in the highest sense what Miyajima has selected as his main theme: number, here 15, without there being a reason for this number; and time, which is depicted non-linearly in the unending and circular rake-lines and in the cosmos which is represented in the area, and in the planetary rock-picture generally. This Zen garden was created at the time of the European Renaissance and represents the most abstract and at the same time the most coherent image of Japanese culture. This is where Tatsuo Miyajima must be coming from, even if (an unlikely thought) he was not familiar with the garden. Just as he uses the number sequence 9 to 1 or 1 to 9 in unending repetition as a symbol of the aspect of the continually repeating, the periods of time included in all natural processes, the fifteen immovable stones on an area of raked gravel symbolize the numbers, counting, but at the same time also the overcoming of counting in freedom from time, that last goal of meditation, which is also known to European mysticism.

Christian Europeans are prisoners of time. In accordance with their Christian teaching, they must use the time given them in this world in order to justify themselves before the judge of the world. The Buddhist by contrast is, in the eternal cycle of possible reincarnation, timeless, there is no scheduled date for the attaining of Enlightenment. It is therefore not surprising that the clock, the mechanical division into times of day and night, was a Western invention, and from the time one was first set up in Dunstable Priory in 1283, Western man has been driven by time. Now, the mechanical division of time has not only brought disaster, but has, in substantial measure, promoted experimental science and much else which has been to the benefit of human development. It is the projection of rational thought, of the perspective age which came in with the Renaissance, on to a device which we call chronometer, timepiece or clock. The new thinking was directed so to speak by the invention of central perspective and has operated since the 14th century towards a goal, a process which we generally call progress. From here, Europe experienced an incomparable development in the sciences and, hand-in-hand with them, in its economy, which, with the invention of the steam engine, helped to create the breakthrough which now dominates economic movements worldwide, namely capitalism. 

For this reason the model railway in Miyajima’s Time Train, a steam locomotive which transports the modern age in its LED-digital-display guise through space, not only reminiscent of the neighbouring railway station in Recklinghausen, but also a reference to the more effective use of time, to the continual raising of speeds, which, with the steam engine, ushered in the industrial age in the 19th century. The railway is an image of directional European/Western thinking. Like the Zen garden, it incorporates all the basic forms of Miyajima’s art: number as the imprint of time in schedules and speeds, linear time as departure and arrival times, the cosmos as the traffic utopia as such, which has long since extended out into space. The model railway, dating from the period between 1932 and 1945 points, over and above this, to the darkest point of German history: the railway as the means of transport of World War II and as the logistically meticulously planned instrument of deportation for the genocide perpetrated against the Jewish people. It was not for nothing that, in the most penetrating artwork on Auschwitz ever created, namely his nine-and-a-half hour film “Shoa”, Claude Lanzmann chose the goods train as the sinister lead character. In this historic context the histories of Germany and Japan combine in the Berlin-Rome-Tokyo axis, with different gruesome results in each case. 

What Tatsuo Miyajima, on the middle floor, interpolates in the form of his Counter Skin as a link between the first and third departments of the exhibition not only has to do with number in the counting of the victims of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, but also points to a complicated reformulation of the concept of time, which is associated with nuclear fission, in other words with the theory of relativity and quantum mechanics, which provided the theoretical precondition for the building of the atomic bomb. What on the one hand swept away the Western Newtonian mechanistic image of the world and totally changed our concept of space and time, also provided the possibility of the total annihilation of mankind. The aim must be, in the future, to do away with this fateful dichotomy of progress and destruction in favour of mankind. In this process, the concept of time, or freedom from time as the case may be, will play a major role. As long ago as 1969 Jean Gebser, one of the great philosophers of time, wrote that “the space/time opposition no longer exists ... For this age of ours, or rather its rational representatives, are at the end of their time. While the Asian still has no time, and the concept of time for him is illusory, the one-sidedly rationalistic European (but only him) no longer has time. That is altogether symptomatic. He has lost time to money and matter... Those who have time, however, have life.” 

Japan has, as we know, a chronological idiosyncrasy in its hitherto unchanged indigenous time-reckoning according to imperial regnal eras, which have little to do with linear and teleological calculation of time according to the Western understanding. The two ways of counting the years have determined over the centuries the respective differences in consciousness. Both cultures are doubtless called upon in future not to adjust their ideas of time mechanically, but rather in view of the new concept of time as a fourth dimension, which in the early 20th century burst asunder all our ideas of time and space, and whose consequences for our consciousness has not been understood to this day, to create a common awareness of time.

Tatsuo Miyajima’s third room combines his LED number displays with coal, in other words that raw material which from the 19th century was the most important for generating electricity. In the coal-combustion process, fossil plants give off the light stored within them in the form of heat, and thence electricity, to the environment. Coal of course also serves as fuel for locomotives and in the most dreadful association for the ovens in Auschwitz, in which millions of corpses of gassed human beings were burnt. (The coal mountain also recalls, through the numbers concealed within it, the mountains of corpses in the concentration camps.) 

Coal as a prehistoric natural resource also calls to mind evolution and its enormous time dimensions, and the energy crises into which we as overweening inhabitants of this planet are inexorably slithering, conjuring up new distribution struggles and new wars, if we do not try to strike out along complementary paths. Art with its wideawake awareness that often anticipates future events is an irreplaceable help in this process. For art, when it reaches its true height, fulfils the utopia which we find so strikingly formulated in a line from a poem by Stéphane Mallarmé: “... l’astre mûri des lendemains” (the ripened star of the tomorrows).
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