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Introduction 
 
Yayoi Kusama (Japanese, born 1929) is one of the world’s most beloved 
artists, known especially for her recent room-scaled environments and 
expansive Infinity Mirror Rooms. However, Kusama has been working for 
some eight decades, a career that has included works on paper, massive 
abstract paintings, soft sculpture, environments and installations, 
provocative performances and actions, mixed-media works, outdoor 
sculpture, literary writing, and more.  
 
This exhibition offers the opportunity to engage with some less prominent 
aspects of her multi-faceted practice. On view are over twenty works, 
ranging from 1950s watercolors to paintings with her signature “dot” and 
“net” motifs, from 1960s sculptures to a tabletop infinity box. The small 
scale of all these works allows us to test the visual power of her aesthetic 
choices in formats that contrast with the artist’s tendency towards all-
encompassing, immersive settings. Compositional and thematic echoes 
and interrelationships encourage us to sense the underlying consistency 
and unity of her oeuvre. 
 
Kusama herself has written and spoken extensively about the ways in 
which her work is “obsessive;” that it is a way to manage, express, and 
transcend her deep-rooted anxieties. The artist sees herself as a 
“prisoner surrounded by the curtain of depersonalization,” a terrifying 
psychological condition she movingly describes as losing all sense of 
time, body, personality, and existence. She attributes it to her searing 
childhood experiences of intense parental discord, compulsive fears, and 
hallucinatory visions.  
 
In one of her poems of the late 1980s, she writes yearningly of her desire 
to break through the curtain, return to earth, and “open the shape called 
love.” This phrase becomes the motto for this exhibition: emphasizing 
Kusama’s open-ended and welcoming work, the shape of her formal 
decisions, and the ultimate goal of a love that the artist sees in a 
liberating dissolution of self, a positive death.  
 



 

All the works in the exhibition are lent from the collection of James Keith 
Brown (BA, ’84) and Eric Diefenbach. A fully illustrated catalogue, with a 
biographical sketch, an interpretive essay, and commentaries on all the 
exhibited works, is available online at the Ackland Museum Store via this 
link: https://ackland.org/shop/museum-store-order-form/.  
 
Yayoi Kusama: Open the Shape Called Love is supported in part by Bank 
of America. 
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Untitled, 1951 
ink on paper 
42.3 x 30.5 cm 
L2019.19.1 
 
Although Kusama has become known 
for deploying repetitive compositional 
devices that seemingly extend into 
infinity, these are usually 
characterized by an intuitive, hand-
made, improvisational, and irregular 
approach, well exemplified by the 
dots in this early drawing.  
 
Also noteworthy here is the three-
dimensional effect achieved by a 
double application of ink, the thinner 

marks creating “halos” around the thicker ones. The varying size and 
strength of the ink marks also changes the implied distances, much like 
stars in the night sky.  
  



 

The Stalk, 1952 
watercolor and gouache on paper 
22.9 x 16.3 cm 
L2019.19.2 
 
In 1961, Kusama wrote about “enlarged 
cross-sections of plant stalks” as one of 
the motifs in drawings of the previous 
decade that prefigured her abstract 
paintings structured by nets and webs. 
In this layered drawing, a row of white 
dots reinforces the basic diagonal 
thrust of the composition. 
 
  



 

Untitled, 1952 
watercolor and pastel on 
paper 
34.5 x 33.2 cm 
L2019.19.3 
 
A newspaper article of 
January 1955 reported that 
the artist was obsessively 
producing fifty to seventy 
watercolors a day, 
sometimes over one hundred. 
This rate of production, even 
if the report is exaggerated, 
can explain Kusama’s 
acceptance of studio 

accidents, such as the inclusion on this sheet, at center left, of a needle- 
or sperm-shaped sliver of dried yellow paint. The artist painted over this, 
first with the red watercolor and then the blue. The last stages are 
represented by the metallic bronze wash creating an iridescent shimmer 
to certain areas and the framing border in blue pastel.   
 
As Kusama is known to have revisited and reworked many of her 1950s 
drawings in the 1960s, some of this layering may have occurred after the 
date inscribed on the verso (1952). Other drawings in this exhibition may 
also have been treated the same way. 
 
  



 

Face No. 5, 1953 
gouache, ink, watercolor, and pastel 
on paper 
27.3 x 20.3 cm 
L2019.19.4 
 
Aside from the artist’s prolific staging 
of her persona in photographs of 
performances and installations, the 
human face does not appear very 
often in Kusama’s art until the 2000s. 
The face emerging from this drawing is 
startling. The emphasis on the staring 
eyes set in an otherwise indistinct 
visage suggests this may be a kind of 
self-portrait, with the head delineated 

by an oval of light dots that also radiate into every part of the 
surrounding gloom.  
 
The combination of a vertically oriented oval with radiating lines reoccurs 
often in Kusama’s early work. 
  



 

Flower (No. 100), 1953 
watercolor, ink, and pastel on paper 
30.5 x 24.1 cm 
L2019.19.5 
 
In May 1955, Kusama published an 
article about her work in which she 
affirmed that her art would deal with 
“all the alluring splendor that unfolds 
in the shadows of obscured worlds.” 
She mentions “storms and flower buds 
and open wounds and genitals — 
these are the kinds of things that 
scratch and tear at my melancholy.” 
This mysterious, murky drawing 
invokes the full range of these 

concerns. A storm of dots seethes within the bud-like (and perhaps 
phallic? Or vaginal?) oval on its green stalk. Does the inflamed orange 
surround make the oval seem like a scar or a scab?  
 
Knowing the artist’s later work on mirrored Infinity Rooms into which 
viewers can look through apertures alerts us to another formal aspect of 
this drawing: is the oval not also a peephole, an opening into an infinite 
world of dots? In that same 1955 article, Kusama recalls, “In a secret spot 
in one corner of the garden, I made a small hole that I covered with a 
piece of glass as a lid, and there I hid flower buds, glass beads, beetles, 
and butterfly wings, and when I peered in occasionally I felt happy and 
reassured.”  
  



 

Seven Petals, 1953 
pastel and gouache on paper 
35 x 29.7 cm 
L2019.19.6 
 
Kusama was born into a well-off 
family whose wealth derived from a 
seed company. Against this 
background, it should not be 
surprising that plants and flowers 
play an outsized role in her 
iconography. Even the phallic 
protuberances of her soft sculpture 
Accumulations seem to be organic 
growths. Her report of childhood 

hallucinations in an autobiographical text of 1975 gives prominence to a 
flower image: 
 

One day I was looking at a red flower-patterned table cloth on a 
table, and then when I looked up, I saw the ceiling, the window 
panes and the pillars completely covered with the same red flower 
patterns. With the whole room, my whole body and the whole 
universe covered entirely with the flower patterns, I would self-
obliterate; be buried in the infinitude of endless time and the 
absoluteness of space, and be reduced to nothingness, I thought. 
This was not an illusion but a reality, I told myself. I panicked. I had 
to run away from here, otherwise the spell of the red flowers would 
deprive me of my life. I ran up the stairs frantically. When I looked 
below me, the stairs below were falling apart one by one, causing 
me to fall down and sprain my ankle. 

  



 

Silver Shoes, 1965 
mixed media 
15.5 x 7.8 x 24.4 cm 
L2019.19.7 
 
One of Kusama’s major 
aesthetic innovations was the 
introduction of “soft sculpture” 
in the early 1960s. She began 
this shift into three dimensions 
in 1962 with the production of 
so-called Accumulations, 

actual household objects (furniture, baby carriages, other domestic 
items) covered with a profusion of hand-made, stuffed protuberances. 
The uncanny look of these objects remains unsettling, as they oscillate 
between humor and critique. High-heeled women’s shoes were an 
especially favored support for Kusama’s phallic additions, bringing 
together feminist themes and gender anxiety.  
 
In this well-composed shoe, the three protuberances formally echo the 
parts of the shoe: the extended vertical heel, the low center, and the 
pointed toe. Although this is a single example, the title inscription on the 
sole is in the plural, implying the extension into multitudes. The 
application of silver paint both unifies the piece as a sculptural object 
and seems to elevate it to an iconic preciousness.  
  



 

Untitled, 1966 
acrylic and ceramic 
3.8 x 13.7 cm  
L2019.19.8 
 
This ashtray, painted with blue net 
lines covering a yellow ground, was 
probably part of Kusama’s major 
exhibition in a German gallery in 
spring 1966. In the words of the 
organizer, the show, “consisted of 
an environment walled with Infinity 
Net paintings and spread with a 

carpet of dry macaroni, in which were ‘adult’ female mannequins and a 
smaller young ‘girl’; a TV set; a mirrored dressing table; kitchen chairs 
and a table set for tea; and high-heeled shoes ranged on a step ladder 
and scattered on the floor — all covered with net patterns or dots painted 
in complementary colors, a characteristic feature of Kusama’s obsessive 
works.” A Beatles soundtrack played in the background.  
 
It is a tribute to Kusama’s vision that a humble fragment from this 
immersive, hallucinatory installation can nevertheless conjure something 
of the all-over effect, implying an expansion of its patterning to cover 
everything.   
  



 

Untitled, 1967 
oil on Masonite 
40.6 x 45.7 cm 
L2019.19.9 
 
Shortly after arriving in New 
York in 1958, Kusama 
exhibited the monochrome 
paintings of endlessly 
repeated, small circular 
strokes distributed more or 
less evenly across the surface 

that were a bit later to be called Infinity Nets. The earliest of these, 
painted in white strokes on a black ground covered in thin white and 
often on a very large scale, were soon followed by many works in varying 
sizes and color combinations of net and ground. 
 
  



 

Untitled, 1967 
acrylic on canvas 
55 x 44.9 cm 
L2019.19.10 
 
Concentrated into a small format, 
Kusama’s aesthetic decisions in the 
Infinity Net paintings lose none of 
their implied capacity to expand 
and overwhelm. As she wrote in 
1963:  
 
My nets grew beyond myself and 
beyond the canvasses I was 
covering with them. They began to 
cover the walls, the ceiling, and 

finally the whole universe. I was always standing at the centre of 
the obsession, over the passionate accretion and repetition inside 
of me. 

 
This painting also reminds us to pay close attention to the many varying 
effects of paint handling and color. Here the purple paint that forms the 
linear nets over the green ground also spreads in thick impasto over 
large areas of the canvas, obscuring and erasing them. The paint is 
handled so that rivulets seem to run down from the top edge. Does this 
signal the dissolution or wiping away of the Infinity Nets at the very 
moment that the artist was turning emphatically towards performance, 
action, film, and provocation?  
  



 

The Morning Sea, 1975 
pastel and ink on paper 
53 x 38 cm 
L2019.19.11 
 
After Kusama returned to Japan in 
the early 1970s, her focus shifted 
from actions and performances to 
literary production and smaller 
scale works reminiscent of her 
works on paper from the 1950s. 
This work shows a similar 
combination of oval form, aqueous 
atmosphere, and structuring white 
dots.  
 
  



 

Flower, 1979 
oil and spray-paint on 
paperboard 
24.1 x 27.2 cm 
L2019.19.12 
 
The net reappears in several 
varying ways over the course 
of Kusama’s career — as a 
painted lace-like pattern, as a 
physical overlay on works of 
art, and, here and in the 
adjacent work, as a shadow 
image created by spray paint 

on card. These works again recast Kusama’s frequent compositional 
structure of a figured oval on an abstract background, with dots 
randomly appearing on the surface.  
 
Here, the netting, through bunching and folding around the perimeter, 
implies a stronger three-dimensionality than Kusama had hitherto 
explored in her painted oeuvre. This virtual three-dimensionality is 
paralleled by the actual relief of the raised and erupting dots in red paint, 
which was then covered by black and the spray paint. 
  



 

Heaven, 1979 
spray-paint on paperboard 
27.2 x 24 cm 
L2019.19.13 
 
As with the adjacent Flower, this 
work was created on a piece of 
card flecked with silver and 
framed with a thin gold-painted 
border. Appropriately for works 
created in the years after the 
artist’s return to her native Japan, 
this card (often termed shikishi 
board) is specifically made for 
calligraphy. 
 

  



 

The Burning of St. 
Mark’s Church, 1985 
mixed media 
76.5 x 70 x 16.5 cm 
L2019.19.15 
 
“Mixed-media” works on a small 
scale are not common in 
Kusama’s work, which tends to 
divide relatively neatly into 
painting, drawing, sculpture, 
and installation. This intricate 
and complex hybrid 
incorporates many key features 
of the artist’s work and use of 
materials: the curling artificial 

fibers (perhaps wig-making material) that spread over much of the piece 
like the strokes of her Infinity Net paintings; the spray paint; the stuffed 
protuberances, into which are stuck gray-painted artificial stamens 
(invoking her common theme of flowers); enamel paint; and glue.  
 
Additionally, the work also references Kusama’s extensive literary 
production. The title and date of this work match the title and date of one 
of the artist’s semi-autobiographical novels. The Burning of St Mark’s 
Church (1985) deals with sex, death, and hallucinations in an intensely 
overwrought manner. St. Mark’s Church of the title is in reality an art-
centered house of worship in lower Manhattan where Kusama had 
performed one of her actions in 1968. For the main character of her 
novel, it is a phallic symbol destined to be burnt.  
  



 

Untitled, 1987 
acrylic on canvas 
41 x 32 cm 
L2019.19.16 
 
Dots are pervasive in Kusama’s 
oeuvre, going back to drawings of 
the 1950s. Dots are also implicitly 
present in the Infinity Net paintings, 
as developments of the small areas 
bounded by the lines of the mesh 
pattern. They can also emerge, as in 
this 1987 painting, from the nodal 
points where mesh lines meet. When 
the dots are accompanied by 
circular surrounds, it can create an 
effect of planets or cells. 

 
For Kusama, the polka dot seems to have had a cosmological rather than 
decorative or cultural significance. In 1968 she said:  
 

Our earth is only one polka dot among a million stars in the cosmos. 
Polka dots are a way to infinity. When we obliterate nature and our 
bodies with polka dots, we become part of the unity of our 
environment. I become part of the eternal and we obliterate 
ourselves in Love.  

 
Something of this transcendental potential survives in painted 
compositions using the motif. 
  



 

Nebula, 1988 
acrylic on canvas 
31.8 x 40.9 cm 
L2019.19.17 
 
The 1980s saw a new-found 
decorative regularity in 
Kusama’s net paintings. This 
confident, almost exuberant 
manner is well exemplified by 
Nebula, in which geometrical 
yellow triangles with dark 

green borders, anchored by star-like polka dots, spread across a vibrant 
green background. The astronomical reference in the title renders the 
image a fanciful, joyful, and immediately engaging counterpoint to 
thoughts of dark outer space and its swirling vortex of infinitely distant 
galaxies. 
 
  



 

Infinity, 1990 
acrylic on canvas 
15.7 × 22.5 cm 
L2019.19.18 
 
After her initial explorations of 
Infinity Nets in 1958–61, Kusama 
in later decades has often 
returned to those compositions 
and visual devices. In closely 
following earlier works, Kusama 

seems to be concerned not only to vary and repeat painterly elements 
within a composition, but also to vary and repeat the composition itself.  
 
This acrylic titled Infinity is a case in point: the network of interlocking, 
non-directional, irregular shapes (triangles, for the most part) made of 
relatively thin lines echoes the all-over patterning and hue seen in an 
earlier work documented in a studio photograph of 1960s. The more 
delicate linear web makes paintings like these read more literally as 
“nets,” as meshes for capturing and controlling surfaces. Interestingly, the 
craquelure-like yellow “net” is actually the ground layer showing 
between purple patches added on top.  
 
 
  



 

Afterglow, 1994 
acrylic on canvas 
33.4 x 24.3 cm 
L2019.19.22 
 
The rich, luxurious golden glow in this 
work connects it to the artist’s frequent 
deployment of metallic effects, from 
bronze paint in early drawings through 
the silver on shoes up to the perfect 
surfaces of the mirrors.   
 
  



 

Nets ACCUMULATION, 1999 
acrylic on canvas 
41 x 32 cm 
L2019.19.19 
 
The relative glossiness of this later 
painting in acrylic, with thick green 
strokes over a fuchsia ground, 
contrasts with the matte surface of 
some oils from the 1960s. 
Characteristically, the title of the work 
uses the plural “Nets,” though strictly 
speaking only one net is portrayed. 
Perhaps this alludes to the very 
extensive series of paintings of which 
this is one instance; or perhaps the 

artist sees a multiplicity of nets, or an accumulation of nets, even with one 
work.  
  



 

Sunset, 1999 
mixed media 
62 x 27.8 x 9.1 cm 
L2019.19.20 
 
One of Kusama’s closest relationships in 
New York was with the artist, Joseph 
Cornell (1903–1972). This connection is 
brought to mind by this unusual work, 
which evokes the assemblage shadow 
boxes constructed by the older American. 
Although the theme of the enclosed 
volume into which the viewer may peer or 
peep is a constant thread in Kusama’s 
career, Sunset is a more literal container 
of mysteries.  Covered with a wire mesh 
(as Cornell’s boxes all had a glass wall 
between the assembled objects and the 
viewer), this teeming and writhing mass 
of black and brown tendrils parts to 
reveal a vertical slice of glowing orange 
paint sprinkled with black dots. The mood 
is crepuscular. 

  



 

NETS-OBSESSION 
(CAWA), 2003 
acrylic on canvas 
130.3 x 162 cm 
L2019.19.14 
 
During World War II, 
Kusama worked in a military 
factory making parachutes. 
While this may have been 
the occasion for her to learn 
sewing (a skill later 
deployed in her soft 

sculptures), it may also have left a memory of billowing fabric surfaces, 
not unlike some of the Infinity Net paintings whose patternings swell and 
move in gentle undulations. The artist herself also made the connection 
to the distant view of the surface of the water she enjoyed on her flight to 
the United States West Coast in 1957.  
 
In 1963, Kusama described the early Infinity Net paintings, which this work 
echoes closely, this way:  
 

My net paintings were very large canvases without composition — 
without beginning, end, or centre. The entire canvas would be 
occupied by monochromatic net. The endless repetition caused a 
kind of dizzy, empty, hypnotic feeling. 

 
Many of these later paintings pick up on Kusama’s early practice of titling 
works with unsystematically assigned numbers and letters that seem to 
carry no inherent significance. CAWA is just such a designation. 
  



 

Double-sided Mirrors, 2006 
mirrored glass 
20.5 x 20.5 x 20.5 cm 
L2019.19.21 
 
Kusama is now perhaps best known 
for her Infinity Mirror Rooms, large-
scale experiments in perceptual 
delirium, with endlessly reflected 
blinking lights and surfaces that 
fracture and multiply the image of the 
viewer. One example is Light of Life, 
2018, a mirrored box with LED lights, 
now in the collection of the North 
Carolina Museum of Art in Raleigh. 
 
This small box is one of a large edition 
of ninety-nine examples published by 
Paris-based Editions Dilecta in 2006, 
providing a widely-distributed 
opportunity to experience Kusama’s 
vision on a personal, rather than 
institutional, scale. The cube’s interior 
and exterior sides are mirrors, joined 
back to back with great precision. 
Each of the six sides has the same 
configuration of three holes of varying 
sizes. Having perforations also on the 

“top” and the “bottom” implies a multiplicity of viewing axes as the cube 
is handled and rotated, in effect denying the validity of “up” and “down” 
as orientations in the infinite expanse. The emphasis on the circular cut-
outs brings to mind Kusama’s use of polka dots as a signature motif.   
 
With no programmed light sequence of colored lights, it offers a more 
monochrome, sterner effect than the psychedelic dissolution of other 
Infinity Mirror Rooms.  
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