The Sunday Times, ‘Super funny animals’, Gerry McCarthy, August 4th, 2008

Super funny animals

Atsushi Kaga uses rabbits and pandas in work that proves his art is not child's play, says GERRY McCARTHY

abbits and pandas are nol just

cuddly toys. In the hands of Jap-

ancse-boem antist Atsushi Kaga,

they are  symbolic  figures

which he uses 1o explore a vast
range of ideas. They recur in his paintings,
videos and sculplures, forming a family of
symbols through which Kaga, who has lived
in lIreland for the past cight years, traces
ideis of childhood, linguistic difference and
cultural confusion,

His work is not aimed o children, bul it
uses the grammar of childhood to aniculae
its idca. Kagn's ofT-Kilier scnse of humous,
where clements from both East and West
mingle playfully. is evident throughout. He
has the sensibility of a stand-up comedian,
somicthing which he once aspired to be, and
it s his work imo a surreal ramble
through the mind of its creator,

In his new show in Kilkenny's Butler
gallery, Kaga trems the space like an cnor-
mous playroom. The vidoos are
shown on old-fashioned television
sets silling on the foor, cach
painted while with drawings and
scribbles scrawled across them,
His smaller picces are stuck
higgledy-piggledy 0 the walls,
which are themselves covered
with graflin, jokes and puns.

Despite the cartoon characters
and the chaotic way in which he
takes over the gallery space. it
would be o mistake 1o pigeonhole
Kaga as a childish or even child-
like artist,

His work is pot naive, It con-

+ language,
and the cultural ﬁ:phncmm
involved in being o Jepancse antist
who trained in Dublin.

His reference points include Jap-
anese popular culture, the world
of anime and manga cartoons ind
pop-culture crazes such as the
Hello Kiny phenomenon.

Many of these were ostensibly
aimed st children but acquired o
cult status among sdults. Kaga's
bunnies und pandas draw on a
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way of articulating childhood that has noth-
ing to do with Disncy.

Ouigrowing his leenage ambitions o
become a stand-up, Kaga poured that eoergy
into his art. He adopis the stnce of a
stand-up: a blend of autobiographical frag-
ments and references 1o popular culwre,
woven into an exploration of childhood and
whit it means o grow up in a world popu-
lated by cartoon andmeals.

His humour passes an important test,
There is o tendency to talk aboot an as being
humorous if it contains a whimsical in-joke
of a vagucly iromic reference, Some an may
generate o knowing smile, but an that makes
people laagh out loud is mre, When genuine
humour exists, as in the paintings of Beryl
Cook, who drew the lumpen proletanist of
Britain complete with lumips. it is frequently
moﬁudll.ll'llil‘mr gocs the argument,
it can’t really be serious: and  hipgh
seriousness, even loaded  with  Kitschy

references to populsr culture and saturated
in casual iony. remains the  unspoken
aspiration of comemporary an.

But Kaga really is funny, The sound of ino-
ny-free laughter in 4 modern art gallery has
an uncxpected quality: it comes with the
added thrill of a broken whoo, like wiling
filthy jokes in church,

Kaga's picces work as simple visual jokes
and  stories, or as  playful  linguistic
excursions into the namre of meaning. His
ability to work al multiple levels is reminis-
cemt of Alice in Wonderland. Taken
together, the exhibition recapilulates the
developing comic sensibility of a child.

After the simple animal canoons, for
examgle, the child reaches a naughty words
phase, & recognition thal certadn wonds ane
forbidden and have & scomingly magc
power 1o make adulis uncomfonable, In the
pieces  Miss Fan and A Group

Farting the decp fascination which pre-teens

have for breaking wind, along with
associated noughty language, is attached o

subjects,

Another phase in the evolution of a sense
of humour involves the discovery of puns,
Kaga is thorough in his exploration of
double meanings. both verbal and visual,
One small piece, for example, consists of
the wonds “Dead s Pop™ — a phrase into
which we can read references o popular
culture and laherhood, o network of com-
plex ideas behind the superficial simplicity.

Sometimes this iendency is ovendone: the
Jokes arc (oo old o fragile for the concep-
al edifices they are meant (0 suppot.
Another painting consists of a Mat swathe of
yellow paint. His accompanying text reads:
“You are looking o1 yellow, just in cise you
are colour-blind.*

This is René Magring's famous trick: the
distinction between an object, or even a col-
our, and & painted representation of il
Viewed in isolation, it is o shallow
pastiche of 1930 sumcalism, Seen
in coniext, as a step-by-step biogra-
phy of an emerging comic sensibil-
ity, it shots nealy o place. An
appreciation of the
that inmrigue Magritte, and the philo-
sophical ideas about the self and the



The Sunday Times, ‘Super funny animals’, Gerry McCarthy, August 4th, 2008

tions in much the same way o stand-up come-
dian ponders the meaning of life. From the
openness of carly childhood to the role-play-
ing social games of o bright (wentysome-
thing, his preces merge into a broadly bio-
gruphic whole.

Hix weakness lies in his relisnee on
langusge, He likes to exploit the language
gap between Japanese and English: some
picecs have tithes that sound like bad trans)a-
tions. His larger paintings are covered with
annotations or specch-bubbles: there are
witticisms, aphorisms and jokes scrawled on
s surfaces. They vary from callow o
profound: yer, despite his fascination with
language, there are indications in the work
that he can do very well without it.

Japan and the West also have disting
visual culiures, pnd it is in blending and
exploring these that Kaga shows grestest
promise. One piece, Cry with LUs, contuins a
painiing of a weeping panda plus 80 1oy
pandas with painted tears, It daws on a
peculiarly Jupancse acsthetic: 1o westem
eyes, this looks kitsch and sentimental, and
therefore trivial. But it is not trivial, and it
draws on o strange  melancholy  that
pervades even his most humomus work.

At his best. Koga makes trivia appear
profound, and profunditics appear trivial.
His engagement with childhood allows him
o invent accepled meanings and look ot the
world afresh

There is i nichness to his work, an ambi-
lious sense of sbundance, as if all the
world's meanings are there for him 1o
rework. His camoon creatunes caplivale chil-
dren, but they are also reaching for the stars

Kaga's is not the son of ambition
harboured by antisis steeped in the Western
potion of individuality. But his cross.
culiural vaniage point affords him a rare
double perspective. Most anists have no
sense of mission beyond success  and
persoml fullilment. But Kaga's work is like
the best kind of comedy, where
playfulness and humour mosk a mose
profound sense of responsibility. N
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