


The conceptual keys to Ohtake’s painting are definitely situated beyond the labels 

to which it was confined, in the abyss excavated by the reductionist approach of  

skimming glances or the ethnocentrism of  rationalists in the Brazilian market. The 

problem was not in her painting or her discreet personality, but the systematically 

distorted reception of  her work by certain critics. Against the reductionism of  

confining her to the heading “Japanese-Brazilian artists” – a ghetto outlined by 

Mário de Andrade –, a more in-depth assertion is required to demonstrate that she 

is indeed a Japanese-Brazilian artist.

Paulo Herkenhoff, “Tomie Ohtake – Construtiva” (Rio de Janeiro, 2004).



Born in Kyoto in 1913, Tomie Ohtake moved to Brazil in 1936. Her career 

as an artist began at the age of  37, when she became a member of  the Seibi 

group, which brought together artists of  Japanese descent. In 1957, invited 

by critic Mário Pedrosa, she presented her first solo exhibition at the Museu 

de Arte Moderna in São Paulo, which was followed four years later by her 

participation in the São Paulo Biennial in 1961.

Initially a painter, Ohtake began to experiment with various printmaking 

methods during the 1970s and, beginning in the late 1980s, undertook large-

scale sculptural projects and public works in São Paulo and neighboring cities. 

She featured in several biennials, including the São Paulo Biennial, Brazil 

(1961, 1963, 1965, 1967, 1989, 1996, 1998, and 2003); XI Venice Biennale, 

Italy (1972); 1st and 2nd editions of  the Latin American Biennial in Havana, 

Cuba (1984, 1986); the 5th edition of  the Cuenca Biennial (1996); among 

others. She has had solo exhibitions at Hara Museum of  Contemporary 

Art (Tokyo); Mori Art Museum (Tokyo); Barbican Centre (London); Bass 

Museum of  Art (Miami); Museum of  Modern Art in Rio de Janeiro and São 

Paulo; MASP (São Paulo); Fundação Iberê Camargo (Porto Alegre); among 

other institutions. Her works are included in the collections of  Hara Museum 

of  Contemporary Art, Tokyo; MASP, Museu de Arte de São Paulo Assis 

Chateubriand, São Paulo; MAM-SP, Museu de Arte Moderna de São Paulo, 

São Paulo; MAM-RJ, Museu de Arte Moderna do Rio de Janeiro, Rio de 

Janeiro; MAC-USP, Museu de Arte Contemporânea da Universidade de São 

Paulo, São Paulo; MAC-Niterói, Museu de Arte Contemporânea de Niterói, 

Niterói; Patricia Phelps de Cisneros Collection, Caracas; and Pinacoteca do 

Estado de São Paulo, São Paulo.



Untitled, 1959. Oil on canvas, 97 x 77 cm

Exhibited:
Pinturas Cegas (solo exhibition), Museu de Arte do Rio, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil (2013). Previous 
iterations include: Fundação Iberê Camargo, Porto Alegre, Brazil (2012); Instituto Tomie 
Ohtake, São Paulo, Brazil (2012). 
30x Bienal (group exhibition), Fundação Bienal de São Paulo, São Paulo, Brazil (2013).  

Pinturas Cegas (Blind Paintings, 1959-1962)

In the early 1960s Tomie Ohtake painted blindfolded. These works form a 

corpus of  around forty paintings produced between 1959 and 1962. Ohtake’s 

absence of  sight is self  imposed. In these works, her brush does not demarcate, 

compose, take possession or map a territory; it passes through the canvas. In 

this way, Ohtake offers herself  to the transient act of  painting, beyond its 

physical register on the surface. The artist once stated “When I made that 

series with the eyes closed, I was trying to remove form and color to find the 

bone of  painting.” (Tomie Ohtake, interviewd by Paulo Herkenhoff  in 2000).



Untitled, 1960. Oil on canvas, 83 x 61 cm

Exhibited:
Pinturas Cegas (solo exhibition), Museu de Arte do Rio, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil (2013). Previous 
iterations include: Fundação Iberê Camargo, Porto Alegre, Brazil (2012); Instituto Tomie 
Ohtake, São Paulo, Brazil (2012). 



Untitled, 1962. Oil on canvas, 60 x 120 cm

1962 - 1965

Towards the end of  1962, Ohtake’s pictorial investigation underwent 

major change. Instead of  gestural brushstrokes and surfaces of  expansive 

color, she transitioned to more defined areas with thin homogenous 

layers of  color and trembling borders. Her formal investigations now 

centered on the balance of  forms, which she conveyed through the 

presence of  imposing earthy fields of  color, built up by layers of  paint. 

Paintings from this period are worked through an interplay between 

layering and overlay, blotching and effacing. These paintings represent 

the artist’s first conscious attempt to define paintings as forms of  

movement.



Untitled, 1976. Oil on canvas, 100 x 100 cm

Geometria Sensível (Sensitive Geometry)

From 1965 onwards, Ohtake employed repetition as an integral part of  

her work. Beginning in 1973, the curve, in different forms, was developed 

in the artist’s  body of  work: arches (1973-1982), oval or capsular forms 

(1976-1979), tubular forms (1978-1982), and organic forms (1979-1982). 

Each painting, including those featuring similar geometrical shapes and 

organization, suggested different perceptions; colors resulting in sensations 

of  weight, balance and harmony. 

During the early 1970s, the artist experimented with engravings for the first 

time. Produced as a set of  silkscreen prints, she juxtaposed solid colors which 

resulted in rich textures and overlays. Informed by her sikscreen pieces, 

Ohtake’s compositions of  the mid 1960s gained subtly defined outlines. 



Untitled, 1979. Oil on canvas, 100 x 100 cm
Untitled, 1980. Oil on canvas, 100 x 100 cm



Untitled, 1984. Oil on canvas, 100 x 100 cm



Untitled, 1987. Acrylic on canvas, 150 x 150 cm

Exhibited:
Tomie Ohtake na Visão de Miguel Chaia (solo exhibition), Instituto Tomie Ohtake, São Paulo, 
Brazil (2004). 

Ogival Paintings

Form, during the 1980s, dissolves into a spatial organicity that negate the 

figure - ground relation, a previous concern of  the artist, especially in the 

square paintings of  the mid 1970s. Paintings from this period are characterized 

by monochromatic hues with curved lines and rounded forms. These works, 

in which Ohtake harmonizes delicate color contrasts, are also characterized 

by the presence of  triangular forms set either on a horizon line or on the 

lower part of  the canvas, so as to suggest a subtle three dimensionality.

 



Untitled, 1989. Acrylic on canvas, 180 x 180 cm

Exhibited:
Tomie Ohtake na Visão de Miguel Chaia (solo exhibition), Instituto Tomie Ohtake, São Paulo, 
Brazil (2004). 

Cosmic Representations

The “cosmic phase” within Ohtake’s oeuvre is characterized through the 

recurring presence of  full, segmented or concentric circles, spirals and 

ellipses. Constructed by superimposing layers of  color dissolved in water 

and thick, multidirectional brushstrokes, they encircle the void: “Creating a 

space with depth and transparency, using color brushstrokes in the intervals 

between them to render visible second and third levels. When I say painted 

layers, I mean precisely those layers that are not flat, I mean overlapping 

brushstrokes that create a certain dimension for the painting’s background.” 

(Tomie Ohtake, interviewd by Miguel Chaia in 2004). 
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Antes da obra pública, Instituto Tomie Ohtake, São Paulo, Brazil 

2001
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2000
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2005
A Poética da Forma exposição com Oscar Niemeyer e Franz Weissmann, Museu 
Oscar Niemeyer, Curitiba, Brazil
Coleção Nemirovsky, Estação Pinacoteca, São Paulo, Brazil
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2002
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VI a IX Bienal Internacional de São Paulo, Brazil
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