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Morimura Yasumasa’s Exhibition,
“Classroom of Beauty, Listen Quietly: Bi-Class, Be Quiet”:

Classroom Lessons as Expression

Raku IJIRI

Abstract

Since his “Self-Portrait (van Gogh)” in 1985, Morimura Yasumasa has become well known for his
“transformative self-portraits” in which he “becomes (or portrays himself as)” some person or thing in a famous
piece of artworkt. Underlying all of his works, whether it be his “Art History Series” or his “Woman Series,” is
his desire to present a hermeneutic which attempts to re-consider things that are already considered fixed and
unalterable.

This paper takes up Morimura’s exhibition, “Classroom of Beauty, Listen Quietly” (Yokohama Art Museum).
This is a unique exhibition which likens the museum to a classroom and organizes the exhibition as a series of
lessons using for teaching materials Morimura’s works in his “Art History Series,” in which he portrays himself
in famous paintings of Western art history by Vermeer, van Gogh, Cezanne and others. Morimura has previously
done exhibitions in which he likened the exhibitions to a movie theater or an imaginary museum (“The Museum
of Daydream and Disguise”). But this time, it is a school. This paper introduces this unique exhibition and
investigates what it is meant to narrate.

The most important feature of this exhibition lies in the fact that it is meant to be “heard” as well as “seen.”
It begins with a homeroom class and continues on from the first to the sixth periods, but during all of these
periods, we view (study) the art works while listening to Teacher Morimura’s classroom exposition (using a
free audio guide which Morimura himself has recorded). This is probably the first exhibition in Japan in which
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such an attempt was undertaken. Moreover, the exhibition is constructed in such a way that the viewers, who
had formerly been able only to see Morimura who had “become” the character in a famous work of art, are
able experience for themselves the process whereby Morimura “becomes” something. After various lessons
concerning “Beauty=Bi,” the viewers are lead to the final section, “After School: Mishima Room.” Here,
Morimura appears on a movie screen as “a still living Mishima Yukio” and harangues the art world, shouting
out a message to the world Japanese art which will be inherited by the next generation. Teacher Morimura’s
discourse concludes with the shout of Morimura as Mishima.

The lessons of the “Classrooms of Beauty” in this exhibition are not meant to be a unilateral attempt to
enlighten us viewers concerning art. Instead, it attempts to provide us viewers, not only with the history of
art, but with various hints and situations with which to think, free from preconceived notions, about themes

” o« ” o«

like “self-portrait,” “caricature,” “gender” and “laughter” in Morimura’s works, as well as the proper form of
aesthetics and art education. This discourse, which questions the viewers and makes them consider things more
carefully, is the real content of the discourse of this exhibition. The question of how to accept and nurture this

discourse remains the viewer’s homework.

Keywords: Yasumasa Morimura, Exhibition, Self-portrait, Education of Art, Art history



