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Impulse and Control
Yuki Kondo (Curator, Aomori Contemporary Art Centre)

A line drawn on paper. What does it mean? Is it
intended to portray anything? Or was it drawn
semi-automatically just for fun or to pass the
time? As soon as you draw a line you create
something, whether or not you know beforehand exactly what it is going to be. Just look at
the scribbles of very young children—drawing
is clearly a primitive human impulse.
Beginning the day he arrived at Aomori Contemporary Art Center (ACAC), Hajime Muzutani devotedly kept at his work drawing lines.
Hunched over and with a piece of charcoal in
his hand, he drew short lines on a sheet of
white paper (the kind usually used for the
backdrop in photo shoots) spread out on the
floor. Each line calls up the next, which determines a new direction. He crumples the piece
of paper filled with lines, tears off another sheet
and attaches it to the first. Finally he has made
a huge "painting" that fills the entire floor of
the gallery, a space measuring about 8.8×13
meter. It was the sum of the primitive, basic,
act of drawing a line on a drawing medium.
Even toddlers who are still too young to draw
figuratively will crawl over a sheet of paper and
make marks on it with crayon, watercolor,
spilled liquid, or whatever is at hand. They observe those marks, and, like doing an experiment, they discover that when they hold a crayon or pencil to paper and move their hand, a
line appears in the wake of their movement.
Scribbling, as the primary stage of drawing, is
an action resulting from physical motion combined with visual perception. G. H. Luquet
(1876-1965), who used voluminous observational data to study the nature and causes of
drawing behavior in children, proposed that
such behavior embodies early attempts to express oneself in the first direct confrontation

with the external world. It is spontaneous,
compulsive behavior that pursues iteration not
for an aesthetic purpose but from the necessity
for biological adaptation to one’s surroundings.
(1) Drawing for small children is thus neither
play nor pastime, but a reaction stimulated by
necessity, lacking any intervention by intention—with no conscious purpose to copy an
object or create a "beautiful painting" that
adults tends to expect. Soon enough, however,
the expectations of others are imposed on the
impressionable mind of the child, and he/she
learns to draw in a way that accords with those
expectations, absorbing the values of society in
order to adapt to it. In this way, pictures created
out of the spontaneous compulsion to draw become the object of evaluation and are carried
off in a direction totally different from the original impetus.
Mizutani occasionally depicts concrete objects,
and the shape of the support and temper of the
lines vary, but the most consistent feature of his
work in the past few years is his crisscrossed
short strokes in pencil or charcoal. The two
elements that give Mizutani’s work its fundamental character are the lines he draws and his
repetition of them, over and over again. Mizutani originally did oil paintings, but he says he
felt doubts about the method: to apply paint and
then to paint over it, revising the work that had
already reached a certain degree of completion.
Can one really make the judgment that what
one “sees” today is right, when yesterday that
vision was wrong? He decided that there can be
no certain ground for such a judgment. Once,
long after they were taken, he looked at photos
taken to record each stage of the process as he
created a work. He discovered that he could not
tell which version of the work was before he
revised it or after. What did I want to draw,

after all? For what purpose did I keep on making small revisions? Realizing that these were
small acts of repeated self-denial, Mizutani felt
an urge to treat the sensation of every moment
equally and bring them all into his work, instead of denying previous feelings and painting
over. In Mizutani's work, lines drawn in the
past, present, and future are all equally
arranged to make the totality of acts of drawing
across the paper made up of pieces joined together. Each short line seems to be the breath of
an inner image occurring moment by moment
within, sketched quickly on paper before it is
lost, the trace of an instantaneous, once-in-alifetime event inscribed in paper. A group of
lines sometimes veers in a particular direction,
as if each one of them had a will of its own.
Meeting and parting again and again on the
huge paper, the lines create a rhythm.
While an aggregate of lines may sometimes
take a particular form, each single line seems to
be free from the subjugation of form. The first
work of this kind by Mizutani was “Shibuya
Tokyo” (2001) (Fig. 1). It is a bird's eye view of
the huge city, yet the lines that construct the
work neither form contours nor provide colors.
The world here is disintegrated, like digital
information in which everything is indicated by
0 or 1. As the source of inspiration for the
work, Mizutani mentioned the impression of an
aerial photograph of a snow-covered place he
saw in a newspaper.(2) Even though it was a
color photograph, he saw it as "grades of shading created by tiny points of ink." That remark
calls to mind the famous episode about the impact on Kadinsky of Monet's “Haystacks”: Unable to perceive the subject matter as haystacks,
Kandinsky experienced a loss of relationship
between object and representation. Here, the
artist has freed the lines from the shape of objects.
“Fold” is a huge painting spread from end to
end on the floor of a spacious room in Gallery
A. While this work contains the cumulative
evidence of Mizutani's interior energy colliding
against the exterior world, it appears somewhat
static and controlled. The charcoal streaks and

powerful brushstrokes are scattered around like
wrecks in the wake of a violent battle, suggesting a furious energy at work until just before
the viewer arrives, yet the work as a whole is so
quiet that nothing but the sound of silence is
heard. It is a silence that lingers only for the
moment of balance between the dynamic and
the static, a silence that may collapse at any
moment when the tense balance is lost. It is like
a video image of a volcano erupting. Lava
flows down in all directions, spreading out to
cover the ground in the darkness, radiating intense heat and enormous energy. By morning of
the next day, however, it has cooled into solid
firmness and everything around is calm and
quiet. Yet, in spite of the stillness, the remains
of the lava flow shout out the furious event of
the night before, as if to give warning that the
hot, glowing stream might soon start to move
again. Even while alluding to the seething energy that filled it before like lava, Mizutani's
work quietly fills the floor of the gallery now
with the tension of a fragile balance. The tension ruling the work as a whole seems to provide every line with power of self-control that
defies both momentum and excessive energy.
The repetitive lines filling the white paper may
remind one of so-called Art Brut and automatism. Art Brut describes the art of marginal
artists left outside of art history and institutions. It is creation by people who are mentally
ill or experience hallucinations, people who
have never received any formal art education or
training. It was given its name by Jean Dubuffet (1901-1985), who attempted to launch serious discussion of its aesthetic value. Dubuffet
observed Art Brut as "a completely pure and
bare artistic operation reinvented by its artist in
all the phases, departed only from his/her inherent impulse."(3) Works described as Art Brut
have the characteristics of drawings by psychotics, such as compulsive or stereotyped repetition of similar lines and motifs, and the impulse, driven by fear of space, to fill all the
space on the paper. Mizutani’s repeated lines
and his proclivity for filling the entire surface
are reminiscent of these features of Art Brut. If
he considers drawing or creation to be an ex-

pression of "interior impulses for creation"(4)
rather than representation, it may be natural
that his work sometimes seems to resemble Art
Brut.
The intensity ringing through Mizutani's lines,
however, does not evoke the feeling of imbalance found in Art Brut, which grows out of
paranoiac attachment to details. And his repetition is different from expressions of depth psychology or the chaotic unconscious typical of
automatism, and it is different from the uncontrolled wildness of graffiti. No line anywhere
on the paper is drawn simply through mental
inertia, and the lines vary in darkness and
strength. There is a great power operating to
unify and control the work.
"I don't want to enslave myself to the act of
drawing," says Mizutani, in spite of his regard
for the primitive impulse. For him, creating art
is to control impulse and to release lines from
imitation and substitution so that each line can
exist by itself.(5) To Mizutani, a work of art
should be neither something drawn by a hand
moved by primitive impulse, nor should it be
something arising from limited factors, such as
personal experience or background. It should be
autonomous. To draw and to create are synonymous to the person who regards creation as
one of the most primitive human acts. The
quest to discover how to fashion a "painting" as
art from the result of the act of drawing, or
what a "painting" is, seems to be the fundamental question behind his desire and motivation to
work. Mizutani's work stands on the balance of
impulse and control.
One might wonder if Mizutani’s works seem
oppressive, causing viewers to feel strained.
Not necessarily. Certainly the intensity of energy in his work is impressive and might feel a
little restless, but it calls up many different images in the minds of viewers. “Fold”, the title
of which refers to a part folded deep inside an

internal organ in the body, does not represent a
particular fold but arouses images introspective
as well as physical. Mizutani tries hard to rid
his work of reference to particular images, personal feelings, or memories to present a purer
result of the act of drawing, and at the same
time he does not respond negatively if something he creates inspires unexpected images and
free association. Actually he contributed a poetic text in place of an explanation of his work.
(6) Though not from the text, his own poetic
words seem to be inlaid in his work, which
opens it to viewers and arouses not just fundamental questions about its meaning but also
complexity and bounty of imagination.
In “Fold”, a huge work on paper covered with
powerful strokes filling the floor, the mass of
lines has a certain direction, and at times it
evokes an image of some particular object and
begins to appear as something unexpected. Exhibited in natural light alone, the work changes
its guise as the light changes. One part that
looks like a mountain at one time begins to
look like a crowd of animals at other time.
Viewed from a different angle, it appears like a
human face. Unlike the symbolic swirl of
countless lines in blue ballpoint pen in “The
Hour Blue” by Jan Fabre, Mizutani does not let
other images or symbolic implications become
involved in his work. Precisely because there is
no prejudice, the images that flash through our
mind are abrupt and surprising. At times, it reflects internal or physical sensibility. This huge
work is like an ocean in which images appear,
one after another, as in the sea of organisms
depicted in “Solaris”, the film by Andrei
Tarkovsky, who explored and visualized the
human subconscious. To give oneself over to
the images aroused is the pleasure of viewing.
Works that carefully restrain the pleasure of
drawing give rise to a different kind of pleasure
derived from well-controlled balance.
(Translated by Sumiko Yamakawa)
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(Fig. 1) “Shibuya Tokyo” Charcoal-pencil on Paper, 180×223 cm, 2001

“Fold” Charcoal, Paper, 880×1300 cm, 2004
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