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INVESTIGATING HUMAN VISION WITH DOTS: MELVIN MOTI | Kondo Kenichi (Curator, Mori Art Museum)

Melvin Moti works with a diverse range of media, including films,
three-dimensional works, installation, and publications. His art is
based on painstaking research into areas such as the relationship of
visual culture with neurology, science, and history.

This is the first solo exhibition of Moti's in Japan. Cluster //lusion
(2014) is a new series of dyed silk works produced in collaboration
with an Edo komon dyeing master. Eight works of this series are
exhibited, together with one ink drawing. Moti first encountered
katazome (stencil-dyed) textiles in 2012 at Rhode Island School of
Design (RISD) in the USA, and realized that countless dots had the
potential to produce optical illusions. In 2013, he came to Tokyo for
three months under the auspices of the Mondriaan Fund to
participate in an artist-in-residence program by Arts Initiative Tokyo
(AIT). While in Tokyo, he concentrated on researching the komon
patterns of kimono textiles. That effort bore fruit on his current trip to
Japan, enabling him to complete the new works exhibited.

Three of these works are superbly elaborate representations of
sunlight seeping through gaps between clouds, based on European
etchings from the sixteenth to nineteenth centuries and photographs
of the sky taken by the artist. They are produced by repetition of the
same komon pattern, an abstract and regular pattern resembling a
shark’s skin. By varying the size of the dots, an illusion of three
dimensions is created on the two-dimensional surface. In another
abstract work, he combines two different komon patterns, with the
toshi komon on the left segueing into the gyogi komon on the right.
The color is one that is used in contemporary Edo komon dyeing, but
it is derived from the green emitted by early computer monitors, and
the pixel-style images are reminiscent of a low-resolution digital
graphic. Consequently, this can also be interpreted as contrasting the
traditional, analog technique of dyeing with the relatively new digital
technology of computers.

Moti’s series of works with images drawn as points based on
constellations such as Pisces and Aquila among countless stars turn
the attention to the human act of creating images by linking together
randomly distributed stars. The 88 constellations currently recognized
were formalized by the International Astronomical Union in 1928, but
the definitions have been subject to constant change ever since 48
constellations were described by Claudius Ptolemy in Egypt in the
second century AD. Moti's work addresses these transformations by
incorporating both the constellation Turdus Solitarius, designated in
1776, and Noctua, which replaced it in a star map published in 1822.
From a historical perspective, the delineation of the night sky is

arbitrary, and there were constellations unique to China and Japan
that were not shown in Western maps of the stars.

The ink drawing presented as part of this exhibition was
produced by lan Sweetman (b.1950), a zen teacher in Western
Australia of whom Moti had requested training in drawing points
without any order, aiming for a mental state of nothingness. The
drawing expresses a state in which “order” does not exist, located
outside the binary opposition between order and disorder.

In presenting irregular but representational depictions of rays of
light with substantial use of the regular, yet abstract same komon
patterns and also a drawing representing the non-existence of
regularity, this exhibition re-examines definitions of regularity and
non-regularity, and relationship between the representational and the
abstract. It makes us wonder if anything exists that is totally random.
In addition, the works in this exhibition all consist of points. This is a
recent trend in Moti’s art. He used points to construct images in Dust
(2010), and in The Eightfold Dot (2013), an examination of the fourth
dimension, he used dots as zero-dimensional counterpoints to the one
dimension of lines.

This is an exhibition that questions the mechanisms of human
vision. The title of the series exhibited, Cluster //fusion, derives from
the technical term “clustering illusion,” which signifies the statistical
human mind’s tendency to attempt to discover systematic
relationships in the irregular. The works represent Moti's research
into the human habit, given a randomly arranged abstract input, of
imagining images and visualizing diagrams that give coherence to the
whole. Looking for an extended period at Moti’s same komon works,
viewers begin to perceive images that the artist had not particularly
intended—a dragon, a human face, and many other things—in
addition to clouds and sunbeams. This is the characteristic behavior
that is used by the Rorschach Inkblot Test, in which the way that
subjects think is examined on the basis of how they envisage images
from accidental inkblots. Moti’'s Cluster lflusion series is based on this
human instinct to attempt to detect the actual in the abstract, and
inspires viewers to notice that what we see may actually be a
reflection of our own thoughts.

Even though we understand that printed matter and monitors are
actually clusters of colored dots, we still see pictures in them.
Similarly, once we notice a dirty spot on a wall, we cannot help seeing
it again and again. By using groups of dots, Moti’s exhibits trigger a
three-dimensional illusion. For the artist, that is a key element of these
works, but he also seems to be interested in the superiority of vision

over reason. The title of Eigengrau (intrinsic gray) (2011) refers to the
German word for the color that people see even when their
surroundings are completely dark, indicating that the optic nerves
create their own visual information even though there is no external
visual information at all. When assembling an exhibition from the
collection of the Staatsgalerie Stuttgart in 2011, he focused on visual
discovery—“thinking with the eyes.” His interest in vision continues,
and is a strong component of the current exhibition.

The exhibition also demonstrates Moti's approach of shifting
from the culture-specific to the universal. The komon patterns used in
the new series of works originate in the three high-status patterns of
motifs in Edo komon: same komon, toshi komon, and gyogi komon.
Same komon was the house pattern of the Kishu House that produced
the eighth Tokugawa shogun, Tokugawa Yoshimune, and owes its
name to how it resembles the skin of a shark (same = shark). Toshi
komon has small points lined up vertically and horizontally, and is so
named for having lines pass through it in both those directions (toshi =
pass through). Gyogi komon has the lines of dots aligned at 45 degrees
to those of toshi komon, and takes its name from the angle of a formal,
reverential bow (gyogi = etiquette). Even today these three patterns are
associated with formal kimono for special occasions and have
culturally-specific meanings. However, here they are utilized purely as
visual patterns in Moti's works and could be interpreted as an attempt
to liberate the patterns from their individual cultural significance.

This is similar to the approach taken in his film work Eigengrau,
when he placed craftworks such as glass vases and metal ornaments
in outer space, cutting them off from the historical and social context
that they have on earth, and thereby treating them purely as images.
Likewise, in The Prisoner’s Cinema (2008), he used patterns of light
reminiscent of those from stained glass windows in Christian churches
as a means of presenting the fact that people see the same
hallucinations in a certain environment, irrespective of their cultural
background. Komon is an exotic pattern from kimono textile craft, but
Moti has produced an unsentimental work of fine art that at first
glance gives no impression of a traditional craft technique. In fact,
Moti also discovered Dutch folk art design created using groups of
dots similar to komon. This universality in the komon patterns seems
to be an important factor for the artist.

If we abandon our prejudices and preconceived ideas, and
instead trust only what we see, we may be able to see something new.
For a society that is overly reliant on knowledge and information,
Moti’s work proposes an alternative way of thinking.

Translation: Fontaine Limited | English Proofreading: William Andrews
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Born 1977 in Rotterdam, the Netherlands. Moti studied at
the Academie Voor Beeldende Vorming in Tilburg from
1995 to 1999 and at De Ateliers in Amsterdam from 1999
to 2001. His major solo exhibitions include: “Echo
Chamber,” Kunsthalle Lissabon (2012), “The Prisoner’s
Cinema,” MIT List Visual Arts Center, Cambridge, USA
(2010), and “E.S.P.” Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam (2007).
He has also participated in a number of group exhibitions
including the 55th Venice Biennale (2013) and the 5th
Berlin Biennial (2008). Moti is scheduled to participate in
Yokohama Triennale 2014, Japan.
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