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Matsumi Kanemitsu painting in his studio, c. 1970, Los Angeles, California. Photo Courtesy: Nancy Uyemura. 

 
 
Matsumi Kanemitsu was a second generation Abstract Expressionist, a master of painterly color, line and gesture 
who influenced generations of artists in Los Angeles from the 1960s to the1980s.  
 
Born in Utah in 1922 and raised in Japan, Kanemitsu returned to the US as a young adult. At the age of 19, he 
enlisted in the Army just prior to the bombing of Pearl Harbor, essentially starting his military service in Army 
detention. Using art supplies donated by the Red Cross, he began his practice as a visual artist while imprisoned. 
After his release Kanemitsu went to serve in Europe--working (and painting murals) in army officers’ clubs 
across the continent. This brought him to France, where he met and worked with artists like Fernand Leger and 
Pablo Picasso. After attending art school in Baltimore, he came of age as a painter in New York in the 1950’s--
first exploring surreally inflected figuration as a student of Yasuo Kuniyoshi. Ultimately, Kanemitsu found his 
voice as a second-generation Abstract Expressionist, frequenting the Cedar Bar and counting among his close 
friends artists like Franz Kline and Ad Reinhardt, poet Frank O’Hara and critic Harold Rosenberg. Jackson 
Pollock was the first to call Kanemitsu “Mike,” a nickname that stayed with him for the rest of his life. In 1961, 
Kanemitsu came to Los Angeles for the first time thanks to a Ford Foundation Fellowship. During his time in LA, 
he began to explore lithography with June Wayne at the Tamarind Workshop, initiating a lifelong interest in 
printmaking. Making a bold decision to leave New York permanently, Kanemitsu stayed in Los Angeles, holding 
a series of influential teaching positions at Chouinard, California Institute of the Arts, and Otis until 1983. A vivid 
storyteller and influential artist, Kanemitsu played a significant role in the art community of Los Angeles until his 
death in 1992.  
 
Matsumi Kanemitsu: Metamorphic Effects considers for the first time in nearly twenty years the artist’s 
contributions to the critical dialogue surrounding painterly abstraction. Known for both bold, atmospheric 
abstractions and his facility with lithography, Kanemitsu explored the efficacy of the gesture throughout his 
decades long career. The title of this show, from a 1967 statement by the artist that declared: “I want personal 
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marks. Surface variations. Cubist and Oriental calligraphic space…Metamorphic effects,” highlights the influence 
of drawing and gestural work on his broader approach to painting. By presenting a focused selection of 
Kanemitsu’s work from the 1950’s to the 1980’s, the exhibition highlights the dedication and complexity of his 
practice, his mastery of the many media that he explored, and the multivalent moments of transformation, both 
grand and subtle, in his work. Metamorphic Effects marks the first time that the various spheres of his oeuvre -- 
paintings on canvas, sumi ink and watercolor drawings, and intimate figurative drawings – are being presented 
together. It also represents the first time many of these works will be exhibited publicly.  
 
Alongside of paintings from different periods of Kanemitsu’s life, groupings of distinct bodies of drawings anchor 
the exhibition. Sumi ink and watercolor works, executed primarily in the early to mid-1970’s, display the 
expressive potential of the physical trace; functioning as dramatic studies in color, line, and form that point to an 
alternate formal lineage for his abstraction that complements the Western European and East Coast traditions that 
also influenced his work. At the literal heart of this exhibition is a selection of intimate scale ink and pencil 
drawings produced by the artist throughout his career that reveal the psychological undercurrents that inform his 
abstractions. These rarely seen figurative, erotic and politically charged works give us insight into the artist’s 
complex and textured relationship to abstraction in ways that inform current debates about painting amongst a 
younger generation of practitioners.  
 
Matsumi Kanetmisu: Metamorphic Effects is organized by The Mistake Room and curated by Deputy Director 
and Senior Curator Kris Kuramitsu.  
 
 
 
 
About Matsumi Kanemitsu 
Matsumi Kanemitsu (1922-1992) studied sculpture with Karl Metzler in Baltimore, MD and painting with Fernand Leger in 
Paris before enrolling in the Art Student’s League in New York and studying with Yasuo Kuniyoshi, among others. 
Kanemitsu has been the subject of numerous institutional solo exhibitions, including exhibitions at The National Museum of 
Art, Osaka and Hiroshima City Museum of Contemporary Art (1998), Yamaki Art Gallery, Osaka (1990), and Barnsdall Art 
Park, Los Angeles (1978) among others. He participated in the 1956 Whitney Annual at the Whitney Museum of American 
Art, New York; 14 Americans at the Museum of Modern Art, New York (1962); and more recently, Asian/American/Modern 
Art: Shifting Currents, 1900-1970 at the DeYoung Museum, San Franciso (2008). Kanemitsu received numerous grants and 
fellowships, including awards from the Ford Foundation; the Longview Foundation; University of California at Berkeley; and 
the Honolulu Academy of Art. He taught at Chouinard Art School and Otis College of Art and Design, both in Los Angeles; 
and Cal Arts inVallencia. and His work is represented in public collections around the world, including the Los Angeles 
County Museum of Art; The Museum of Modern Art, New York; The Hiroshima State Museum of Art; and the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, New York, among many others. 
 
About The Mistake Room  
 
The Mistake Room is Los Angeles's only independent non-profit cultural institution devoted to an international program of 
contemporary art and thought. Founded on a commitment to the advancement of knowledge and creative expression, The 
Mistake Room has at the core of its mission a single mandate--to generate critical insights into the nature of human creativity 
and its tangible role and function in society. Through academic research, exhibitions and artist projects, public programs, 
educational initiatives, and publications, The Mistake Room brings to Los Angeles some of the most promising artists and 
cultural producers working around the world while also commissioning new work by established figures who have never 
before exhibited in our city.  
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