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Miwa Komatsu occupies a unique position in the contemporary art world. She ha
s been described as both “a creative artist and a pilgrim”1, a yorishiro2, or a con

duit for divine spirits. Her artworks are less about individual artistic expression a

s they are portals for channeling and communicating visions of and from other re
alms. These manifest in compelling artworks, with vivid colour, dynamic lines an
d strokes of paint energetically coalescing into Komatsu’s signature imagery that
combines motifs of personal significance as well as iconography drawn from diff

erent spiritual traditions that she has studied and experienced.

Komatsu’s journey has been marked by a series of encounters and revelations th
at shaped her conviction in dedicating her art to capturing and honoring the spiri
tual energies of sites, and more broadly, in expressing an interwoven universe. B
orn and raised in Nagano Prefecture, an area dotted with vestiges of Japan’s anc
ient past, Komatsu speaks of being suffused with a feeling of “instantly crossing s
pace-time”3 and how, “there is a great sense of earth energy nourishing people
who live there”, a place that felt so close to the heavens that she felt she “could e
stablish a connection with the outer space, linking Earth and Sky, cosmic forces
and me”4. She often recounts how, during her childhood, a guardian animal spiri
tin the form of a wolf would guide her home and to safety. Encountering a pair o
f guardian lion-dog hybrids at a shrine later on, Komatsu recognized the presenc
e of divine animal spirits, which she would go on to depict with vivid intensity in

her artworks.



Other spiritual experiences shaped Komatsu’s otherworldly visions. In 2013, duri
ng a pilgrimage to Izumo-taisha, one of Japan’s most important Shinto shrines,
Komatsu witnessed rainbow-coloured rays of light beaming up into the clouds fr
om below. The artist recounts feeling the purity of collective prayer at the site5, a
nd the manifestation of the rainbow served as a powerful metaphor for a bridge
or connection between heaven and earth, with "the rainbow-colored prayers of
people ascending to Heaven."6 Reflecting on that “big turning point in [my] care
er”7, Komatsu began to incorporate colour into her work, which had been predo
minantly monochromatic up till then8, as a means to connect people with the di
vine realm. Komatsu also dedicated an artwork to lzumo-taisha in 2014, and con
tinued this practice of making art as a votive offering with her dedications to oth
er temples in Japan9. She began studying and practicing meditation in earnest,
and during one session in a cave in Thailand, came face to face with “spirits and
entities” whose gazes penetrated her soul. Komatsu was told by the priest guidin
g her that this signified the opening of her ‘third eye’, a heightened sense of cons

ciousness that expanded her perspective on painting as well as life10.

Much of this may account for the imagery we encounter in Komatsu’s works. Her
canvases are populated by otherworldly beings, many of them drawn from Japa

nese myth and folklore. Beast-spirits such as the yamainu and komainu, referenc
ed so often in Komatsu’s accounts of her childhood, appear frequently, as guardi
ans of and guides to the spiritual realm. So too the dragon-like creature that win

ds its way across many of her canvases, a reference to the shinshi (##1#, or divine
messenger) of Shinto shrines such as Izumo-taisha, and conceivably a distant rel
ative of the Southeast Asian naga, a powerful dragon-snake guardian often depic
ted sheltering the meditating Buddha. In Komatsu’s works, these divine beasts o

ften regard viewers with intense gazes. At times, the epicentre of the artwork is d



ominated by a pair of eyes, or a singular eye. These searing gazes seem to penetr
ate flesh and bone, divining the true essence or spirit that resides within all of us.
The single, all-seeing eye also reminds us of divine omnipresence, while signifyin
g at the same time the ‘opening’ of the ‘third eye’, symbolic of a higher state of c

onsciousness in many cultures.

Many may find these visions harrowing, in contrast to the benign nature of these
divine entities as professed by the artist, as well as pre-existing conceptions of sp
irituality as something serene and soothing in nature. There is however a long tra
dition of representing spiritual guides and guardians as ferocious beings, notably
in the lineage of Esoteric Buddhism. Komatsu would undoubtedly have had som
e knowledge of or exposure to its art forms, since she cites as one of her major ar
tistic influences the Japanese monk, poet and calligrapher Kukai, commonly ack
nowledged as the founder of the Shingon branch of Esoteric Buddhism in Japan.
A work that Komatsu created for Toji temple in Kyoto, titled Next Mandala - The
Great Harmonization (2022), is also modeled after the two iconic mandalas of Shi

ngon Buddhism - the Diamond and Womb-World mandalas.

Within this branch of Buddhism there is a history of representing guardians and
deities as fearsome and forceful in appearancell. This convention, however, pre
-dates Buddhism, and art historians have traced the iconographic lineage of the
‘wrathful’ figure to chthonic figures such as the yaksha, who often also took on a
guardian role. Certain physical attributes, such as a fearsome or grotesque appe
arance, bulging eyes, and a substantial physique, hark back to these origins and
are befitting of gatekeepers and protectors who need to convey a sense of intimi
dation12. As such, spiritual guides and guardians are often invested with such qu
alities to invoke a sense of awe and power, in order to vanquish evil and weaknes

ses -- “Fearful am | to fear itself”13. In considering the visual impact of these fierc



e divine forms, it may be helpful to turn to the concept of mysterium tremendu
m: an experience of the numinous that is enrapturing and completely outside th
e norm of ordinary experience while simultaneously comprising elements of aw
e, a sort of profound unease, a sense of overpowering-ness (which inspires a feeli

ng of humility), and energy (creating an impression of immense vigour)14.

These qualities may be found in Komatsu’s vivid, animated forms. They pulse an

d throb with visceral intensity, lines, dots and dashes quivering as they delineate
shapeshifting forms and energy fields, conveying an overwhelming sensation of

an otherworldly encounter or vision. The exhibition at Whitestone Gallery Singap
ore, encompassing both Komatsu’s earlier and recent work, offers an opportunit
y to observe how the artist’s depictions of these other worlds has evolved. Her ea
rlier etchings already demonstrated her interest in capturing numinous beast-lik
e and hybrid forms, or expressing a certain psychological states through the conj
uring of surreal landscapes. In these early works, her linework isimmaculate and
precise, with each entity clearly contained within its own force-field. A turn to pai
nting and colour later on however, gives rise to looser and freer brushwork; this i
s when forms start to tremble, to pulse and vibrate, and to come to life, giving he
r work its unmistakeable power, and the sense that the fabric of the universe or o

f our perception is being rended.

Apart from presenting us these glimpses of another realm, Komatsu also offers u
s another vision through her work, one she terms the ‘Great Harmonization’ whe
re the artist envisions the interconnectedness of all beings and all worlds. These
are expressed through works that incorporate mandalic forms, notably Next Man
dala which may be read as Komatsu’s mapping of the cosmos. As author Stewart
Brand notes, “the Mandala particularly is good at combining a whole lot of thing

s: being big and simple and yet also very complex:--you’re honouring all the com



plicated detail that the world is made of”15. Another medium for Komatsu to exp
ress this is through the medium of obsidian, a glossy black volcanic rock that, for
the artist, symbolises the harmony that once existed between humanity and nat

ure, for it was this rock that the earliest inhabitants of the Japanese archipelago

used to create their tools. For the exhibition at Whitestone Gallery Singapore, Ko
matsu has included a few obsidian pieces, each traced with forms of mythical be
asts and other enigmatic symbols, conferring on them the quality of mysterious r
elics from a time long past. Rendered on a smaller scale than her mandalas, they

nonetheless express the same spirit: that of worlds reconciled.

To conclude this text, | would like to consider the context of Komatsu’s work bei

ng presented in Southeast Asia. The region’s spiritual traditions and practices ha
ve much in common with those that have informed Komatsu’s works. Historicall
y, across Asia, “(a)rchitecture, sculpture and painting were---the hallmark of tran
scendental belief systems”16, and in many societies in this region, spiritual pract
ices coexist with modernity. Perhaps due to a postcolonial recuperation, there a

ppears to be fewer misgivings about engaging with such practices that would on
ce have been seen as ‘backward’, ‘irrational’ and hence ‘uncivilised’. Of late ther
e has been a decided interest on the part of both artists and curators alike to exp
lore the role of the spiritual and its attendant rituals in contemporary art-makin

g. Artists such as Korakrit Arunanondchai (Thailand) and Zarina Muhammad (Sin
gapore) come to mind, while international surveys such as Haunted Thresholds:

Spirituality in Contemporary Southeast Asia (Kunstverein Gottingen, 2014) demo
nstrate a desire to parse the semiotics of the spiritual as articulated by artists fro
m this part of the world, where ghosts and supernatural beings are often employ
ed as spectres for unresolved historical or social trauma, or as metaphors for ma

rginalised bodies and identities. While Komatsu’s art may be considered part of t



his larger stream, what sets her apart is perhaps her disavowal of any critique or
commentary in her work. Instead, she dedicates herself to “the work of convertin

g immaterial energy into material”17, on being a conduit between realms.

| am reminded of the title and theme of the upcoming 2023 Thailand Biennale, se
t to unfold over Chiang Rai and Chiang Saen in Northern Thailand, home to some
of the country’s most important ancient sites. Helmed by Artistic Directors Rirkirt
Tirvanija and Gridthiya Gaweewong, this edition of the Biennale is titled The Ope
n World, in reference to an iconic Buddha image enshrined at the Wat Pa Sak hist
orical park. In this image, the Buddha descends from heaven to open up the thre
e worlds - that of the gods, of humans, and the underworld - so that all the being
s of the universe may see each other. It is a moment of revelation, and of underst
anding the interconnectedness of all things. Perhaps Komatsu’s art seeks to do t

he same, to offer us glimpses or portals to other realms that are closer than we i

magine.
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