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Paintings of the Defeat—Masaaki Suzuki “Follow the Reflections”

Mihiro Yasui ‘ Book History Researcher/Art Critic

Even though twenty years might seem like a short time
to spend aimlessly, it is a long time to continuously
engage in a single activity. For twenty years, Masaaki
Suzuki has been working on night scenes. These are
not the panoramic nightscapes often referred to as
“million-dollar night views.” Instead, they are the street
corner landscapes visible at eye level. Suzuki walks
through the suburbs at night, takes photographs, and
then paints them. Despite having periods of inactivity,
Suzuki has been depicting urban scenes illuminated by
artificial light from his time as an art student up to the
present. Experiencing such long-term observation of a
single subject is not common for everyone.

With the passage of time, not only people but also
cities will undergo some changes. Everyone is aware
that most public space lighting has switched from
fluorescent lights to LEDs, but probably very few have
a tangible memory of this change. It is possible to
record the characteristics of individual light sources in
units such as lux or kelvin. However, while the warmth
of incandescent bulbs or the flicker of fluorescent
lights can be recognized by the retina, it is difficult

to describe them precisely in language. It is very
difficult to elevate the sensory element to a level

of record that is shareable. Once, Soseki Natsume
captured a fragment of the “light revolution” in Tokyo's
streets with the spread of incandescent bulbs in his
novel Light and Darkness (Yoshinori Fujii, “Toward

an Archeology of Novels,” Nagoya University Press,
2001), but capturing long-term changes is not easy.

However, Suzuki has been observing three suburbs

of a certain city for more than twenty years. Even
though it may seem like he has only been continuously
painting night scenes, his style has gradually evolved,
and the quality of light has changed along with it. This
exhibition, as if commemorating this long journey, has

a side-by-side view of both his older work from the
era of fluorescent lights and his new work, which he
painted at the same locations. By comparing them,
one can see how the familiar night light has been
transformed.

But it is also important to remember that paintings are
closer to memories filtered through the painter’'s body
than objective records. White LEDs emit stable light
for long periods. They lack the warmth of incandescent
bulbs and the harshness that irritates the eyes with
fluorescent lights. It is an uncompromisingly hard
white. On the other hand, Suzuki’s depiction of LED
lights is hazy. He skillfully uses color mixing on the
canvas to create gradations that diffuse from the
center to the corners.

The painter’s role is to give shape and color to
phenomena that are invisible to the ordinary eye,
bringing them into existence. Furthermore, the
expression of light has been fictionalized in various
ways since ancient times, making it unnecessary to
provide specific examples. Suzuki performs a reversal
by depicting clear LEDs hazily and unstable fluorescent
lights clearly. This technique seems to emanate

from the painter’s body. When a human eye stares

at one point, the object becomes blurred rather than
clear. Vision is constrained by the limits of sustained
attention, and Suzuki’s paintings seem to represent
these cognitive characteristics.

Moreover, the indistinct depiction of artificial light

is not only because of the nature of vision. As
evidence of this, other motifs besides streetlights

are also expressed vaguely. Although he paints from
photographs, Suzuki says that the photographs merely
serve as triggers to recall the memories of being in that
place. In other words, the rustling of leaves illuminated

by streetlights, the view from the pedestrian bridge
looking down the road, and the lengthening shadows
of passersby—these elements that photographs
cannot capture, such as sounds and movements—are
visualized. Additionally, the afterimages of leaves

and people (the title “after image” literally means
afterimage) do not necessarily mean he captured
things that were actually moving. Rather, they
represent the flow of time felt by the painter and the
expansion and contraction of space. The afterimage is,
therefore, an idea of the world Suzuki saw.

Hiroyuki Koga, a researcher of calligraphy history and
character culture, appraises the work of book designer
Tsutomu Toda as follows: “That circulation, economy,
motion, the sense of stagnation and attenuation of
abrasions, and their resurgence resemble afterimages
played out on the retina. Usually, afterimages

are discussed primarily as visual phenomena in
neuropsychology. The initial visual information fades
away after interruption, yet remains, diminishing while
forecasting the next generation (inscription). In this
sense, noise equals injury, which is always incomplete”
(Noise and Hiragana, *Eureka* January Special Edition,
Complete Feature: Tsutomu Toda—1951-2020,
December 2020). Afterimages refer to the gap arising
in the transition from A to B. The object is not actually
present but exists momentarily on the retina. This
ghostly existence is suitable for containing the idea of
something without substance.

Finally, let's return to the subject of the suburbs. The
suburbs typically refer to residential areas on the
periphery of a city, but the urban landscapes Suzuki
depicts lack letters or landmarks. By meticulously
removing motifs that would lead to the identification
of the location, he turns the nightscape in front of him
into an anonymous scene.

Suzuki states that panoramic night views like the
million-dollar nightscape have purposes. Whether

for tourism or vulgar romanticism, famous night
views are given meaning and utilized. The night
scenes he walks through are not like this. They are
the anonymous landscapes of the suburbs where
people live, unnoticed and unspoken. Here, the
suburbs are not only the periphery of the city center
but also the periphery in relation to the mainstream
of contemporary art. Since his days as an art student,
Suzuki has been aware that he has walked along the
periphery, watching peers evaluated in the art market
and striving for the same path from the sidelines. The
expression of landscape painting, which he chose
almost by chance, is a royal road in the history of
painting, but now it has an antiquated ring to it. In
the first place, painting itself has become an artifact
of the past in currently hegemonic countries like
America and Germany. Yet Suzuki has been observing
such peripheral places for over twenty years. The
nightscapes of the suburbs are sure to strike straight
into the hearts of his fellow alternative wanderers.
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