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Tomie Ohtake: Color on her fingertips 
Paulo Miyada

Between the 1950s and 1960s, Tomie Ohtake’s first venture into abstract painting became
known for its “blind” character, infused with an intense, spontaneous, and informal quality,
which often relied on brushstrokes made, literally, with her eyes shut.

Soon after, in the first half of 1960s, Ohtake’s paintings condensed into clearer shapes, as 
the artist began to favor compositions where figure and background are clearly distinct. 
These figures resemble simple geometric shapes, but their outlines flicker as if torn with 
the tips of the fingers. Few people are aware that this is not a mere illusion: at that point 
in time, The artist began to produce studies using color paper from magazines which were 
hand-torn. The process was Ohtake’s way of dealing with the instantaneity of gesture and 
infusing the entire painting process with chance and control.

Tomie Ohtake relied on these small-scale studies consistently and recurrently through the
mid-1980s. These compositions worked as “scripts” for paintings and engravings that
experimented with different scales and color combinations. The clipboard that held her 
paper cutouts was like a mining site for shapes and color combinations.

In the 1970s, as her paintings began to depict clear-cut forms, her studies also changed and
the artist began to use scissors to cut paper. The compositions grew denser, the whiteness
(the blank sheet) encroached by areas of color, occasionally suggesting landscapes.
Surprisingly, the texture in the paintings often emerge from the collage itself, appropriated
from assorted photographic materials. The color palette also expands, as it faces
chromaticism during a period that flirted with psychedelia.

Attention to the processes employed by Tomie Ohtake allows the viewer to become aware 
of the ties that her paintings have with chance, gesture, and chromatic boldness. This
awareness is also an avenue to understand her work from a perspective other than the
opposition to concrete art. And, finally, understanding Ohtake’s process allows the viewer 
to remember how vivid her work can be when viewed through new lenses.
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Tomie Ohtake (Kyoto, Japão, 1931 - São Paulo, Brazil, 2015) is best known for her 
combination of geometric and organic shapes in primary colors, although later in life she 
became a reputed sculptor and printmaker. She began her career focusing on painting, 
investigating rich and varied juxtapositions of lines, shapes, and passages of color and their 
effects on the viewer. 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. In the 1970’s, she added sculpture 
to her body of work. Ranging from delicate, linear forms to large-scale public pieces, her 
sculptures are derived from her paintings, their shapes three-dimensional echoes of those 
found in her canvases. Ohtake’s output is characterized both by methodical repetition and 
unending experimentation with the fundamental elements — color, composition, and form
— that comprise abstraction.
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