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In this text, I would like to express my thoughts on Whize Cube, a series by Ryohei
Kan, on display in his current exhibition at Tokyo Wonder Site Hongo. While
I believe there is no need to go into details about what a white-cube exhibition
space is like, I would like to point out one important, particularly outstanding
characteristic. That is, the space of a white cube has a characteristic of being a copy.
Surrounded by stark white walls where any kind of decoration is ruled out, it is a
space that would always have the same identifying features, no matter where it was
located. Emphasizing this nature of white cubes, art critic and poet Akira Tatehata
once stated that “A museum of modern art” is, in essence, always just a repetition
of a single museum. Nevertheless, there is no particular museum regarded as the
single point of origin; there is no “THE Museum of Modern Art.” In other words,
a white-cube exhibition room is a repetition without an original; it exists only as
a repetition of “the imaginary,” existing nowhere and having no substantial body.
Ryohei Kan’s work, as a result of its process of creation, induces the viewer to
contemplate on this aspect of white cubes.

The process that Kan employs is highly simulative. First of all, he obtains
numerous images of white cubes from the Internet. They do not have to be of
certain museums. Rather, they must not be specific, which is why he tends to
choose the Internet as his primary source. Unspecific and ordinary, it must be
“any kind,” of A white cube; it must not be “one of a kind,” of THE white cube.
Based on images that he has coincidentally encountered, three-dimensional models
are created. Each of them is also a copy that can be regarded as a copy without an
original, as it is not created to represent a substantial, actual entity. Moreover, this
model is photographed, which means a further copy, as an image, is produced.
Theoretically, those photographic copies can be printed an infinite number of times
in unlimited repetition. Seen in this light, it can be said that his creation process is
quite analogous to that of Andy Warhol’s silkscreen works. Based on photographs
circulated through mass media, Warhol made several screens and multiple prints
with them. This comparison makes even clearer the “imaginary” nature of Kan’s
White Cube.

Here I link the term “imaginary” to Kan’s work partly in relation to this yeat’s
(2013) publication of an omnibus volume of the deceased art critic Yoshiaki Tono,
titled Kyozd no Jidai: Tono Yoshiaki Bijutsu Hibyo Sen (The Age of the Imaginary:
Critical Essays by Yoshiaki Tono), edited by Shigeru Matsui and Yasuko Imura.
Plowing through this collection of the critic’s essays, I once again realized how Tono
placed positive meanings on his concept of “the imaginary,” inspired by the work

of Andy Warhol, and considering it as a chance for emancipation from existing,
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conventional ways of art. If so, could “white cubes,” as something imaginary, also be
somewhat of a chance for emancipation for Kan? Is it even possible to find positive
meanings in his work, which might seem to depict white cube in a rather naive
way, instead of taking it critically, while this type of exhibition space has long been
criticized historically?

The white cubes that Kan creates, in fact, contain a sign of rejection of plain
repetitiveness. In the process of making a model of white cube space, he adds, with
meticulous care, small black fissures, smudges, accumulated dust, and seemingly
puttied holes for screws as traces of once-hung paintings (all of which are, needless
to say, fictitious), making those features faintly visible amongst the otherwise
toneless whiteness. As a result, white cube spaces appearing in his work are given
non-repetitiveness lurking in the repetitive identical elements. So subtle and
barely noticeable, it does not thoroughly dismantle these elements of copying and
repetitiveness, so the “imaginary” nature cannot be completely eliminated (which is
no wonder, as the whole thing is fictitious anyway). Rather, it seems to present itself
more as a possibility latent in the midst of the imaginary, suggesting the image
might be a real one. Most likely, Kan does not find any chance for emancipation nor
affirmative meanings in the “imaginary” nature itself. Instead, through examining
the imaginary thoroughly, he seems to attempt to raise imagination for possible
chances of conversion from the imaginary to the real, as if saying that the faculty of
imagination is the very method to create a new future.

I guess Kan himself would not call it “imaginary,” but rather, “void,” emphasizing
the feeling of absence and nothingness. Using the Jewish Museum Berlin, designed
by architect Daniel Libeskind as an example, Kan once presented the argument
of the “void” as being a space of silence and nothingness that, by being so, speaks
so eloquently about loss and absence. By stimulating our imagination toward the
unknown and encouraging us to confront the unknowable, it holds possibility for
further development of confrontation with others, as well as that of construction of
relationships.

In the same way as being a space of silence and nothingness paradoxically
makes the “void” so eloquent about the not-present, the so called white cube as
an “imaginary” space might be able to likewise paradoxically build substantial
connections to the real. For instance, imagine a scene where a painting is hung on
a white cube wall. With this imagined painting, the wall would obtain at least one
mutual relationship. This sort of faculty of imagination, toward sensing something
that might potentially exist in the nihilistic space, is the very thing that can
become a chance for conversion. That, as I cannot help thinking, is what Kan’s work

tells us.

[English translation by Yuki Okumura]
[English proofreading by Linda Dennis and Greg Wilcox]
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