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People observed comets in awe and wonder in ancient times,
often seeing them as bad omens. Their sudden and unexpected
emergence greatly astonished viewers, as can be seen even in
records dating from before the Common Era. In 1910, Halley’s
Comet made a close approach to Earth. The comet passed
through the space between the Earth and Sun, shining as bright
as a first-magnitude star. It is said that it appeared to be larger
than the Milky Way, with its full length from head to tail arching
across the entire sky.

After continuous observations, it became clear that, however
awe-inspiring, comets are celestial bodies with periodic, orbital
movements. For example, Halley’s Comet has an orbital cycle of
75 years. Since the comet approaches Earth periodically, we can
see the past and the future through its cycle. This periodicity of
comets attracted the artist, who wanted to visualize the passage of
time through her artwork.

The artist makes use of silver leaf and cyanotype prints in her
artworks, which, unlike conventional painting materials, share a
common characteristic in that their appearance changes as time
goes by, with images developing through either corrosion or
exposure to light. They are in a state of constant flux, influenced
by the atmosphere and light. Or perhaps the artist deliberately
creates her artworks so that they are left to change over time,
stretching from the past into the future. As such, it could be said
that her artworks show images that exist only in this moment.
People saw/see/will see the same comet, regardless of where they
were/are/will be in the world. No matter how far they are

separated across time and space, their visions fuse together as one.

Rika Eto
(Poet)
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From One Threshold to Another — A Perspective of Time in Asahi Sugai's Painting

Mihiro YASUI
(Art critic, Study of book history)

The word perspectiva, or perspective, refers to, in the narrow sense, the drawing
technique for spatial representation that architect Filippo Brunelleschi established and
then Leon Battista Alberti introduced to his paintings in the Renaissance era. Presently,
however, the word is used to describe the way of seeing things and it often appears in
the titles of humanities textbooks. The fact that the word now has such a broad
meaning implies that the drawing technique to create depth on a plane surface is
omnipresent, rather than being an originally European invention. Prehistoric cave
painters may have just portrayed a herd of cattle on the wall, but we cannot help seeing
a grass field there. However, if one intends to represent a more complex composition of
motifs, the space must be equally complex. Spatial representation techniques in painting
have been continuously invented and refined in many different parts of the world.
Some examples include san-yuan, or three types of distance, a perspective drawing
principle conceived by Guo Xi, a Chinese landscape painter active during the Northern
Song dynasty, and the correlation between the composition of shaji sankei mandalas
(pictorial maps of shrine and temple grounds) and the actual number of steps required
to walk around the sites.

The value of painterly spatial representation based on conventional perspective
decreased in the 20th century. Painters became more interested in superficial aspects
such as brushstrokes and the texture of painting materials rather than realistic depth in
space. However, now that the use of the term "perspective” metaphorically encompasses
“the way of seeing” and is no longer limited to historical drawing techniques, perhaps it
would be more productive to discuss its expanded meaning. It is safe to say that the
invention of perspective opened up a gate to another world independent of our own,
namely the in-painting world. Even though this new world might be only fictional,
rejecting to contemplate it would be tantamount to neglecting the role that imagination

has played in human history.

Asahi Sugai approached perspective from a different angle in her paintings by
turning from space to time in terms of what illusions show us. In the series titled de
cometis, she spreads silver leaf onto a panel before transferring images using silk screen
print with transparent medium as ink, as well as cyanotype photography. The images

depict records of comet observations and corresponding almanacs taken from the
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digital archives of museums and research institutions both in Japan and overseas. All of
these are from the 17th century and later when the advancement of natural history
studies, in addition to the prevalence of printing technology, resulted in a larger amount
of detailed celestial observation data. For example, the picce titled de comeris 1607
combines the images of a comet observed in the year 1607 CE and those related to
other celestial bodies. In this way, ten paintings adorn the wall of the gallery in
chronological order, from 1607 to 1882, and combine, like a collage, celestial maps
recording the trajectories of comets, images from prints depicting people observing
comets, Japanese almanacs, and other resources.

Sugai's technique is worthy of note. The two layers, one of which is silver leaf and
another cyanotype, have different flows of time. Silver leaf changes color, corroding and
turning yellowish due to the effect of atmosphere and light, while the cyanotype agent,
still partly photosensitive due to incomplete image development, decolorizes or darkens.
The two layers represent different images, and some images become clearer while others
grow less distinct over the passage of time. The images continually self-generate as if

taking on the form of a palimpsest.

Sugai makes a collage of celestial representations overarching the distant spaces
both East and West, such as overlapping images of European comet observers and
Japanese almanacs from the same year. The clamp that connects the two worlds is the
time depicted here. The audience do not necessarily have to look at these artworks
chronologically. They can jump back and forth arbitrarily through different years. Sugai's
images are playful in a non-historic sense.

Apart from the in-painting flow of time, time also keeps on flowing on our side.
Seen from where we stand now, the depicted images are facing the past, while the
physical painting itself is looking to the future in the sense that it is going to change as
time goes by. Sugai’s 2019 solo exhibition was titled Past coming tomorrow, future passing
away and today hardly perceived, borrowing a phrase from a short story by Primo Levi.
The concept of past and future standing back-to-back, with the paintings functioning as
mediator, is also manifest in the exhibition De cometis. From now and into the distant

future, time will continue to fall and pile up on the surface of Sugai's paintings.
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de cometis 1607

2022

JATIIAT F AN« POYNAT 174 ]/ N5
cyanotype, oil, acrylic gel medium, and silver leaf on panel

360 X 360

de cometis 1618

2022

AT IZAT ~F AN - FIIIXT 4L 8156/ N30
cyanotype, oil, acrylic gel medium, and silver leaf on panel

360 %X 480

de cometis 1664

2022

PATIZAT +F AN - FIVINAT 4724 8158/ N300
cyanotype, oil, acrylic gel medium, and silver leaf on panel

360 X 360

de cometis 1680

2022

JATIIAT F AN FOUNAT 174 1/ N5V
cyanotype, oil, acrylic gel medium, and silver leaf on panel

360 X 240

de cometis 1698

2022

JATIIAT F AN« PIYNAT 1 o4 8]/ N5
cyanotype, oil, acrylic gel medium, and silver leaf on panel

360 X 480

Page, Title, Year, Materials, Size (HXW mm)
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de cometis 1744

2022

JATI)FGAT FAN - FIUNAT 44 88/ N300
cyanotype, oil, acrylic gel medium, and silver leaf on panel

360 X 240

de cometis 1773

2022

AT IIAT ~F AN - FIVIXT 4724 856/ N30
cyanotype, oil, acrylic gel medium, and silver leaf on panel

360 %X 480

de cometis 1811

2022

PATIZAT +F AN - FIVNAT 4724 818/ N30
cyanotype, oil, acrylic gel medium, and silver leaf on panel

360 X 360

de cometis 1832

2022

FATI)FGAT FAN - FIUNAT 4D L4 8/ N300
cyanotype, oil, acrylic gel medium, and silver leaf on panel

360 X 480

de cometis 1882

2022

FATIIAT XA - FIVINAT 4L /N FIY
cyanotype, oil, acrylic gel medium, and silver leaf on panel

360 X 240
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Image Sources

For the creation of "de cometis,' I conducted
research using digital archives of art museums
and rescarch institutions located both in Japan
and overseas. I gathered information from old
scientific books documenting the trajectories
of comets, etchings depicting the scenes of
celestial observations, and old almanacs and
combined these images together in my
artworks. Here are some of the reference

materials used in their creation.

No. | Title
Author
Year
Owner

Additional Information
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fig.3

fig. 4

fig.5

Der Comet vom Jahre 1832
1832
The Collections of the Adler Planetarium

An etching illustrating the position and trajectory of Comet Encke in 1832 in relation

to the constellations and planets.

Astronomy : Galileo with his telescope in the Piazza San Marco, Venice

Wellcome Collection

An etching depicting Galileo Galilei with a telescope at St. Mark's Square in Venice.

Hemelkaart met de noordelijke sterrenbeelden en de banen van verschillende kometen
1. B. Honoratus
1698

Rijksmuseum

A celestial map of the northern sky depicting the trajectories of various comets overlapping
the constellations. This map includes trajectories of comets observed in 1680, 1682, and

1684, as well as the trajectories of comets predicted to appear in 1698.

Kokin reki shu-ran
1663
NDL Digital Collection

A Japanese almanac from 1664. Records indicate that a comet with a huge tail appeared

to the south during that year, and was even observed until the following January.

Thaité de la comete qui a paru en decembre 1743 & en janvier, fevrier & mars 1744
Jean-Philippe Loys de Cheseaux

1744

The Linda Hall Library of Science, Engineering & Technology

A scientific article written by Loys de Cheseaux on a comet that appeared between December
1743 and March 1744. This article includes observations by the author himself, as well as

observations made by Giovanni Cassini in Paris and Jean-Louis Calandrini in Geneva.

Carte céleste représentant la route apparente de la comete de 1774 observée a Paris
Charles Messier
1775

Bibliothéque nationale de France

A celestial map depicting the trajectory of a comet observed in Paris from August 18

through October 25, 1774.
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Der Comet vom Jahre 1832
1832
The Collections of the Adler Planetarium
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Astronomy : Galileo with his telescope in the Piazza San Marco, Venice

Wellcome Collection
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Hemelkaart met de noordelijke sterrenbeelden en de banen van verschillende kometen
1. B. Honoratus
1698

Rijksmuseum
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Traité de la comete qui a paru en decembre 1743 & en janvier, fevrier & mars 1744
Jean-Philippe Loys de Cheseaux

1744

The Linda Hall Library of Science, Engineering & Technology
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Carte céleste représentant la route apparente de la cométe de 1774 observée a Paris
Charles Messier
1775

Biblioth¢que nationale de France
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