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SUMMARY

The motif of “Narcissus” in Yayoi Kusama’s art and literature

Pawel PACHCIAREK

One of the least recognized and debated problems in the research on Yayoi
Kusama’s activities is the relationship between her artistic and literary works. For
the discussion on the phenomenon of Kusama’s art-literature relationship, I have
chosen the motif of “Narcissus Garden” The motif is representative, as it was re-
peatedly used by the artist herself in both her artistic and literary works.

The Narcissus theme is addressed in both of the so-called “sister arts” (lit-
erature and art) in Kusama’s work. A broad analysis provides perspective on the
interweaving of art forms. On the contrary, an in-depth reading can be made
into new meanings at the confluence of literary and visual art.

This is certainly the case when juxtaposing “Narcissus Garden” (first pre-
sented in 1966 during the 33 Venice Art Biennale) and Kusama’s best-reviewed
literary work, gay fiction “Hustlers Grotto” (1984). There arises the inevitability of
presenting genre differences between literary and visual art. On the one hand lies
the context of their expression, and on the other - more importantly - lies their
complementary quality: development of the same motif by using it in various
literary and artistic forms. This approach constitutes the so-far entirely underde-
veloped comparative method of analyzing Kusama’s work. The art transgresses
simple genre frameworks, and points to the need for reinterpretation of existing
analyses. This is done via the employment of a more universal, inter-genre key.

Through research (via the transpositions within various paratextual forms),
the character of Kusamass literary style can be distinguished: rich in extensive
descriptions, imagery, and tendency to employ ekphrasis that goes beyond the
descriptive area itself. The literature becomes the literal translation of the author’
s artistic realizations into language.

The comparative analysis of the literary texts and the artistic activities by
Kusama also brings the figure of the ancient myth protagonist to the forefront.
Often recurring in Kusama’s work over the course of more than half a century,
this figure was used by the artist as an illustration of the egalitarianism in the art
world. In turn, this established the need of making art more accessible to com-
mon people by utilizing automated production technique (as in the case of the
mirror-balls from the “Narcissus Garden” installation series).

This highlights the inaccessibility for the greater queer community, and the
socio-economical inequalities inferred therein. Thereby, it underlines the impor-
tance of Kusama Yayoi as a socially-engaged artist.



