Beauty in the form

BY HELEN GREENWOOD

UNJI Konishi laughs delight-
edly when told that his work is
reminiscent of Brancusi.

“My favourite sculptor in
history is Brancusi,” he says, in
halting but clear English. “I like the
flowing form. I was looking at
many, sculptors when 1 started
studying sculpture and Brancusi
came up. The forms, the energy, 1
felt some energy.” —

Konishi, 43, is a master metal-
worker who goes beyond function
to create purc forms. His tableware
has a duality about it: sensual, stark
and dynamic, these domestic
objects can stand alone as minia-
ture sculptures. His vases soar and
defy gravity; fruit bowls seem to
open like stylised water-lilies; and
his salt and pepper shakers reflect
his love of flying objects.

Originally trained as an engi-
neer, Konishi moved into Japanese
metal art in the early '80s, studying
the traditional craft until 1989.

Then, keen to find a way to fuse
his Japanese heritage with a mod-
crnist acsthetic, he came to Austra-
lia. For nearly seven years, he has
been working, studying and teach-
ing at Melbournes RMIT, in the
Department of Fine Arts.

“For a long time, I was doing
repoussé, making pictures, doing
more traditional Japanese engraiv-
ing,” he says. “When I came to
Australia, I wanted to stop doing so
much decoration.”

Konishi’s aim was to inject the
dynamism of sculpture into the
functionality of silversmithing.
Inspired by Constantin Brancusi,
Anish Kapoor and Akio Magak-
awa, a Japanese sculptor living in
Melbourne, he moved into the
world of three-dimensional objects.

“The idea is to work with
functional, really simple shapes but
make the form really strong. And
my work has changed.

“I believe my beauty is in the
form, not the decoration. So I did
more investigation in sculpture.
Akio's work, too, expressed a

Sensual, stark and dyﬁamic . » - vases by Junji Konishi.

simple form and eclements, making
form and harmony. That is why I
was excited when I met him and I
learnt many things from him.”

Now, according to Professor
Ray Stebbins from RMIT, Konishi
is the best silversmith in the
country. In an exhibition opening
this Thursday at Makers Mark, the
energy and clarity of his hollow-
ware are dazzling. Working with
gold, copper and his favourite,
silver, the forms are pure: the
distilled essence of organic shapes.
His philosophy is form before
function.

“] didn't want to transport forms
from real things. In the past three or
four years, I have been interested in
organic forms: a water drop on the
floor, then the form of the water
becoming round. I am also interested
in any flying form or airspace object

“My forms are a distillation ‘of
that. I first imagine the form, the
shape and the energy. Then I think
about the functional construction,
how I can use it." Konishi can make
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eight liqueur cups in three days, but
each fruit bowl takes six weeks to
hammer into shape. Prices range
from $260 for a silver, gold-plated
liqueur cup to $85,000 for a 24-carat
gold jug and cups set that looks as if
it were rolled from pure ingots.

Working with the fine gold ‘'was a
new cxperience for Konishi A
Japanese benefactor gave him the
money to purchase the two and a
half kilograms he needed. The
condition was that if it didn't sell,
Konishi has to pay him back in kind.

“It is an amazing material,” he
says. “1 have never used it for 3-D
work before. “Silver is expensive but
gold — I couldn’t throw away even
one gram. With silver, a gram or two
doesn't matter. I didn’t file any of the
thetal but | had to be careful to keep
every bit of dust I could feel a really
big energy from the gold, talking
with metal like that, touching it and
making exactly my form. It is really
exciting.”

“Junji Konishi and Kimio Sakai are
showing at Makers Mark until June 29.
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