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Yamamoto Yukyo: Hypo-Exchange
in the Priceless Museum

Friday, October 13, 2023-Monday, February 12, 2024
The Triangle, Kyoto City KYOCERA Museum of Art
Organizer: City of Kyoto

Sponsor: COHJU corporation

The Triangle

The Triangle is a space newly created for the reopening

of the Kyoto City KYOCERA Museum of Art. It aims to nurture
emerging artists, especially those associated with Kyoto,
and to provide opportunities for museum visitors to experi-
ence contemporary art. In order to connect the artist,
museum, and viewer in a triangle and deepen those connec-
tions, the space hosts an eponymous series of special
exhibitions and presents new artistic expression from Kyoto.
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WL ISV ROF M54 7 v o0 | | BT 35 & O KM EIE M O FTkE (5 24) Northwest Entrance (left), Main Entrance gatepost (right)

The “Kyoto Museum of Art"calligraphy in A 26,126-Yen Museum of Art (left) is based on

B H /(26126 MO M) (< Hih hie TR LN ] o513, IBFN8 (1933) £ o B DUk, BIfE
the nameplate displayed on the gatepost ever since the museum opened in 1933.
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Artist Statement

The world seems far too practical of late. Even in the case
of a single work of art, for instance, the only thing peo-
ple talk about is its financial value.I'd be lying if I said that I
wasn’t interested in such lowbrow things, yet I frequently
have my doubts about this state of affairs in which our atten-
tion is focused exclusively on concrete, sharable numbers.

But do conversations about money really reveal only
such obvious stuff? In the first place, money is a product of
the human imagination and that money’s worth (or lack
thereof) is actually always in flux. We could say that its very
uncertainty is what makes it interesting, and it also seems
similar to a work of art in that respect.

Why was a particular work added to a collection and
preserved? The history of the art museum collection is
the repetition of such ambiguous questions with no answers.
As such, if you were to see the purchase prices of these works
in a collection enumerated, would it be possible to imag-
ine the various trajectories that are interwoven into them?

How do you view the work placed in front of you?
How do you interpret the numbers before your eyes? It
undoubtedly reflects the respective values of each viewer.
In this exhibition of “hypo-exchange,” I want to try to
see what it is possible to find within this approach, using
the Kyoto City KYOCERA Museum of Art collection. In
the end, what is your exchange rate?

Yamamoto Yukyo
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Top: Gallery entrance, A 4,050-Yen Woman

4i :{4050 Mo %) (#453)
Right: A 4,050-Yen Woman (detail)
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Installation view (basement)
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Installation view of A 27,000-Yen Artist
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Installation view of A 7,380-Yen Artist

Y bSAT I ——— R REDEE (priceless museum) The Triangle————Yamamoto Yukyo: Hypo-Exchange in the Priceless Museum




(12150 Mo ZEA#T 5 ) JEoR B 5
Installation view of A 12,150-Yen Artist
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Top: A 63-Yen Artist
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Right: Installation view of A 63-Yen Artist
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A 7380-Yen Artist (detail), wallpaper
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Installation view (from basement to ground level), Price List
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Installation view of Price List

¥60,000 /1958

¥27,600,000 / 1688 Il
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Right: A 26,126-Yen Museum of Art
Left: A 26,126-Yen Museum of Art (detail)
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Installation view of A 26,126-Yen Museum of Art and Price List
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This essay uses “money and art™ to denote
the binary of monetary and artistic value.
Among theories of humor, the so-called
incongruity theory asserts that we feel
pleasure when what we presume will hap-
pen (based on common sense, tacit under-
standing, custom, or expectations) turns
out to be false.

Hypothesis comes from the Greek hupothesis
(bmd0eo1g), meaning a foundation, but the
English exhibition title is intentionally
using the prefix “hypo-,” meaning under
or slightly. It denotes how the inherent
uncertainty over the value of currency is
accepted as par for the course.

Looking in Jest

Yoshimine Hiromu

Diogenes was a native of Sinope, the son of Tresius,

a money-changer. [...] He went to Delphi [...] and there
consulted Apollo as to whether he should do what
people were trying to persuade him to do; and that, as
the God gave him permission to do so, Diogenes, not
comprehending that the God meant that he might change
the political customs of his country if he could, adul-
terated the coinage.

Diogenes Laértius,

Lives and Opinions of Eminent Philosophers

Combining conceptual approaches with the techniques
and experiences obtained from studying nihonga
(Japanese-style painting), Yamamoto Yukyo’s practice has
centered on two-dimensional works with everyday sub-
jects as their motifs and materials. In the One coin series,
Yamamoto has used one-yen coins or pennies to create
images of famous portraits, female nudes, or masterpieces
from art history, collapsing binary concepts like micro
and macro, sacred and profane, and materiality and sym-
bolism, with a focus on the relationship between finan-
cial and aesthetic values.

Through the latest pieces in the One coin series and
other works that reference the museum itself and its
collection, this exhibition presents various perspectives
on environments, systems, and institutions related to
art: namely, the art museum, gallery, and market. When
we are aware of this, and shift our eyes and body back
and forth, moving closer or further away, we come to see
what we might describe as Yamamoto’s jesting gaze.2
By undermining or displacing the presumptions we have

about money and art, this jesting gaze spurs us toward a
renewed perception.

The “hypo-exchange” of the exhibition title denotes the
virtuality of currency, in addition to the rules by which
Yamamoto makes his works, as discussed below. (A more
literal translation of the Japanese exhibition title is “vir-
tual monetary exchange.”) Since present-day Japan has,
like most capitalist states, a fiat money system, the value
of currency is not backed up by a commodity, but rather
relies on the trust of individuals that is rooted in var-
ious factors, from political and economic conditions to
international competitiveness.

The English exhibition title suggests the inherently
unstable nature of currency values, and society and eco-
nomics are premised on such money.3 The title’s use of
“priceless” plays on the word’s double meaning of some-
thing so precious that its value cannot be determined and,
more literally, something without a price—that is, with-
out value—and thus hints at the dual interpretations the
exhibition offers.

The eye-catching work on the above-ground southwest
glass wall with the words “Kyoto Museum of Art”
in Japanese is A 26,126-Yen Museum of Art (pp. 3, 16). The
museum was originally called Kyoto Enthronement
Memorial Museum of Art, became Kyoto Municipal
Museum of Art after the war, and is now commonly
known as Kyoto City KYOCERA Museum of Art (and offi-
cially as Kyoto City Museum of Art). The ninety-year
history of the museum is evident in these name changes.
By using one-yen coins, Yamamoto is implicitly point-
ing to the economic aspects of the art museum.

Distance works in tandem with the image resolution
and duality of money (that is, its symbolic and mate-
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4 Yamamoto selected these three painters
because their works are in the museum col-
lection, and because he wanted to include
a mix of genders and generations (i.e., art-
ists active from the mid-nineteenth century
to the prewar and postwar periods).

5 Kawaguchi Masako introduces this defi-
nition from Tom McNulty’s Art Market
Research: A Guide to Methods and Sources
(Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Co., Inc.,
2006) in “Thinking about the Future Art
Museum #10: How Should Japanese
Art Museums Handle Information about
Collections?,” April 20, 2019, https://bijut-
sutecho.com/magazine/series/s13/19640.

23

rial nature). To wit, the further away the viewer is, the
more foregrounded the text (symbolism) is, while coming
closer makes plain the materiality of the coins. The reso-
lution of what is denoted by “museum of art” is intricately
related to its distance from the viewer. Literally, the
closer you are to the work, the more details you perceive.
Yamamoto is seemingly asking us to consider the dis-
tance from which we view the art museum. The work’s
clever structure means the closer you are (both physi-
cally and figuratively), the more the details come into view.

Price List (p.13) takes fifty works from the museum col-
lection and reduces them down to only their years of
acquisition and market value at the time. Being just num-
bers and with no explanation of which works corre-
spond to which monetary amounts, the viewer is unable
to decipher what the works look like or their contexts.
Floating in midair, Price List seems to capture the way in
which the huge prices fetched at auction generate such
discussion in public discourse, or resembles price tags
lined up in a show window. Yamamoto’s simple approach
of paring down the diverse information about an art-
work paradoxically emphasizes the spectacle of art, and
conveys a sense of resignation and irony toward a nar-
rowed-mind focus on information about art.

For A 4,050-Yen Woman (p. 5), Yamamoto took inspira-
tion from a painting in the museum collection, Posing for
the First Time (1913) by Takeuchi Seiho (1864-1942). As
opposed to the original that so intricately captures the
bashful expression of the model, Yamamoto’s work con-
verts the form of the details into a color surface, reduc-
ing the overall resolution of the image. Here, his self-
imposed limitations and pictorial approach of generally
using one color per coin are prioritized over an accurate

recreation of the original work. Rather, the problems
that Yamamoto deals with through these limitations are
how we perceive the subject of an artwork, and that
of bringing the money that lies behind the art into view
both materially and symbolically.
All four works in the gallery are based on portraits
of artists. A 270,000-Yen Artist (p. 7) references a pho-
tograph of Takeuchi Seiho taken in the prewar years.
Similarly, A 7,380-Yen Artist (p. 8) is based on a photo-
graph of the painter Kajiwara Hisako (1896-1988) taken
in about 1919, and 12,150-Yen Artist (p. 9) is inspired by
a photograph of the painter Tomioka Tessai (1837-1924),
taken in around 1905.4
A 63-Yen Artist (p.10), meanwhile, is based on a photo-
graph of Yamamoto himself. Its small size compared to
the three others depicting famous artists reflects the afore-
mentioned rule determining how he made the works.
According to this rule, each exhibit size was decided
by the presumed market value if a painting by the artist
featured in the work were put up for sale. Yamamoto set a
hypothetical sale price, which determined the size of the
three large portraits relative to his own portrait. The mas-
sive differences in their dimensions demonstrate the
huge gap that exists between the prices the famous paint-
ers’ works would fetch on the market versus Yamamoto’s.
In that rule he imposed on the creative process we can
detect the reality of money and art, which Yamamoto
has surely experienced directly. When it comes to how
much apainting costs, for instance,each artist has a
market price measured in units of painting size, and artists
are ranked by currency fluctuations, and the monetary
value of a work is affected by certain factors like the fame
and popularity of the artist, and the rarity of the work.5
These indicate aspects of how the art market operates.
These works also semi-camouflage two things: the pres-
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6 The organization was established by volun-
teers in March 1928 to build the museum.
In addition to financial donations, it also
gifted six artworks, including Sakakibara
Shiho’s painting Lions (1927) and Ceremo-
nial Vase (Taireiji) for Emperor Showa with
Peach and Bird Design (1926) by Kiyomizu
Rokubei V (Rokuwa).
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ence of one-yen coins underneath the hemp paper, and
the aforementioned rule. The latter is especially difficult
to decipher visually, and many viewers will understand

it only after reading the written explanations provided for
the exhibition. This act of concealment is an analogy for
the various rules and customs related to money and art.

Except A 63-Yen Artist, the works in the gallery are display-
ed over wallpaper printed with the names of artists and
acquisition years for some eight hundred works in the mu-
seum collection purchased between 1934 and 2022. The
collection began with a donation in 1934—the year after the
museum opened—from the Kyoto organization that built
the museum to commemorate the new emperor’s ascension
to the throne,® and the museum has continued to enlarge
the collection in the years since by receiving donated works
and buying works featured in the exhibitions. Part of

that history is on show in the gallery. The self-deprecating
way in which the four portraits are contrastingly exhib-
ited—the famous artists set against the history in which
they played a role and Yamamoto against a plain white
backdrop—imbues the space with a droll tone.

The exhibition marshals an array of elements, from the
double meaning of the title to the image resolution whose
level changes depending on the distance, the minimizing
of information, the analogy between the rules imposed
on the creative process and the real world, clever position-
ing of the exhibits, and, above all, the use of one-yen coins.
These elements tell us that that our expectations and
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preconceptions are turned on their heads by our distance
from
the works or by the position from which we view them.
The currency that presumes a degree of trust in the nation-
state, the value of artworks exchanged for that currency,
what is accepted as the norm in the art world, and its
implicit rules: when we discern the jest that lightly dis-
places these complexly intertwining common understand-
ings and presumptions, we sense the humor in the work.
The epigraph at the start of this essay narrates the
tale of the oracle consulted by Diogenes of Sinope, which
urged him to adulterate the currency (paracharattein
to nomisma, also translated as “deface the currency”). He
followed the oracle’s instructions and circulated a coun-
terfeit currency, for which he was ultimately exiled.
Nomisma means “money” but derives from nomos, mean-
ing a law or ordinance. The meaning of what the oracle
said can be interpreted as a distrust of the money that is a
prerequisite for society and economics, and a redefini-
tion of value. It is also arguably consistent with jest.
Yamamoto’s jesting gaze re-weaves the history of a
collection and art museum—something that is frequently
obscure to the general public—and paves the way to cul-
tivating understanding. Norms and customs change with
the place and the times. To look at things in jest is not
merely to joke around, but to perceive things differently.
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(1]
A 26,126-Yen Museum of Art

2023

Wood panel, one-yen coins

288 X 1,152¢cm

12}

Price List

2023

Adhesive sheet

Dimensions variable

(3]
A 4,050-Yen Woman

2023
Frottage with hemp paper, pencil,
one-yen coins

180 X 90 cm

(4]
A 27,000-Yen Artist

2023
Frottage with hemp paper, pencil,
one-yen coins

240 X 450cm

(5]
A 7,380-Yen Artist

2023
Frottage with hemp paper, pencil,
one-yen coins

164 X 180 cm

(6]
A 12,150-Yen Artist

2023

Frottage with hemp paper, pencil,
one-yen coins

180 X 270 cm

(7]
A 63-Yen Artist

2023
Frottage with hemp paper, pencil,
one-yen coins

18 X 14 cm
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Yamamoto Yukyo

1988 - Born in Kyoto Prefecture
2010 - BFA in Nihonga, Seian University of Art and Design, Otsu
2013 - MFA in Painting, Kyoto University of Art and Design
(present Kyoto University of the Arts)
- Currently instructor in nihonga, Faculty of the Arts
(Correspondence Education), Kyoto University of the Arts

Major Solo Exhibitions

2010 - Continuous Subject, Gallery Haneusagi, Kyoto
2013 - What is there: Looking at “Looking ", gallery PARC, Kyoto
2014 - How is this is connected to that?, Tsukuru Bldg., Kyoto
2015 - EXCHANGE, gallery maronie, Kyoto
2016 - Fake blues, +lart, Osaka
2017 - XXXXX-yen Person, Gallery Kei-Fu, Kyoto
2018 - Blue Tents and Five Rings, YOD gallery, Osaka
2019 - faint noise, +lart, Osaka
2021 - Cavity of fertility, Kagan Hotel, Kyoto

- Mosaic life, Takashimaya, Osaka, Shinjuku (Tokyo),

Yonago, Nihonbashi (Tokyo)
2022 - How much?, Artglorieux GALLERY OF OSAKA
- An XXX-Yen Artist, Shihodo Gallery, Tokyo, Osaka
- Girls & Boys, Gallery Wada, Tokyo
2023 - Rich life, Shinjuku Takashimaya 8F Gallery, Tokyo
- Piles of Dust Become Mountains, Taigado Gallery, Kyoto

Major Group Exhibitions
2014 - Shoku Kyoto New Nihonga Exhibition, Museum Eki Kyoto
2015 - 2nd Shoku Kyoto New Nihonga Exhibition, Museum Eki Kyoto
- 400th Anniversary of the Rinpa School: From Rinpa Tradition

to the Creation of Rimpa, Museum of Kyoto
2016 - [llusion of Mass, 2kw gallery, Osaka
- 22nd Sen Exhibition, Kyoto Municipal Museum of Art
2018 - Kyoto Art for Tomorrow 2018, Museum of Kyoto
- 7th Higashiyama Kaii Memorial Nikkei Nihonga Award,
Ueno Royal Museum, Tokyo

2019 - Gakuenmae Art Festa 2019, Asanuma Memorial Hall, Nara
2020 - Premonitions of Beauty 2020: Canaries of Planes and Singularities,
Takashimaya, Nihonbashi (Tokyo), Kyoto, Yokohama, Nagoya,
Osaka, Shinjuku (Tokyo)
2021 - 8th Higashiyama Kaii Memorial Nikkei Nihonga Award,
Ueno Royal Museum, Tokyo
2022 - If There Were No Nihonga: Tokyo Metropolitan Art Museum Edition,
- Tokyo Metropolitan Art Museum
- 90 Years of Hiratsuka: Our Paintings, Self-Portraits of the Times,
Hiratsuka Museum of Art, Kanagawa
2023 - Meta 2023, Kanagawa Kenmin Hall
- Gifu Land of Clear Waters Art Festival - Art Award in the Cube
2023, Museum of Fine Arts, Gifu

Awards
2012 - Jury Prize, ART AWARD NEXT
2013 - Grand Prize, Open-Call Division, Kyoto Prefecture New Art
and Crafts Exhibition
- Second Prize, New Artist Awards
2014 - Excellence Award, TERRADA ART AWARD
2017 - Excellence Award, Fine Art Universiade Art U-35
- Jury Pick, Hoshino Shingo Prize, Triennial Competition
in Toyohashi, Aichi
2020 - Mayor of Kyoto Prize, Kyoto New Nihonga Exhibition
2021 - Second Prize, Hoshino Shingo Prize, Triennial Competition
in Toyohashi, Aichi
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