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Gooroo Burri, Hello and Welcome to Art by Description, for people who 

are vision impaired. This description was recorded at the National 

Gallery of Australia on the land of the Ngunnawal and Ngambri peoples 

and I pay my respects to elders who have gone before and who are the 

future. I welcome all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 

listening today. 

My name is Adriane Boag and the work of art from the National Gallery 

of Australia’s collection that I will describe today is an installation be the 

Japanese artist Yayoi Kusama.  

Called THE SPIRITS OF THE PUMPKINS DESCENDED INTO THE 

HEAVENS the installation was created at the National Gallery of 

Australia in 2018. 

This work of art is contained within its own room which was constructed 

according to the specifications of the artist. It is called an Installation 

because it is designed to transform the visitor’s perception of space.  
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The room we enter is square, about 7 adult steps from wall to wall and 

with a ceiling out of reach above our heads. Entry is not into the centre 

of the room but on the right-hand side on one wall. This means that from 

the outside you can’t see all of the inside and it is only after you enter 

and walk around the space that you discover all the elements of the 

installation. It is a work of art full of surprises and discovery.  

Imagine you have entered THE SPIRITS OF THE PUMPKINS 

DESCENDED INTO THE HEAVENS. The walls, floor and ceiling are 

painted a bright warm yellow. Every yellow surface is evenly covered 

with black dots of various sizes, from the diameter of a small orange to 

the diameter of a grapefruit. The room doesn’t seem to be made by hand 

because the surfaces are so smoothly painted, with the dots evenly 

arranged on the walls, floor and ceiling. The dots are sticky vinyl and are 

all about a hand width apart.   

As you turn to the left of the doorway the dots are multiplied and 

extended by the mirrored surface of a cube. This mirrored cube is 

smaller than the room, although it is still taller than the average adult. 

The cube sits on the floor and is rotated at an angle of 45% to create a 

greater illusion of space. As you walk around the mirrored cube you 

disappear where the edges of the cube meet and as you take a few 

more steps reappear within the painted landscape of black dots on 

yellow.  

On the far side of the mirrored cube away from the entry doorway there 

are two steps below a small square opening which invites you to look 

through. The height of the window prevents the viewer from seeing what 

is inside before you step up to the opening. The viewer looks into the 

interior of the cube to discover an infinite space created by more mirrors 

on each of the six inside walls of the cube. The mirrors reflect a 
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collection of yellow pumpkin sculptures placed on the base of the cube. 

All the pumpkins are the same shape but are different sizes and each 

one is painted with a variety of black dots in proportion to their size. The 

inside of the cube reflects the pumpkins in every direction until they are 

too small to see. The combination of dots, pumpkins and mirrors creates 

an illusion of infinite space. Your own reflection becomes part of this 

never-ending effect.  

THE SPIRITS OF THE PUMPKINS DESCENDED INTO THE 

HEAVENS. 

Yayoi Kusama was born in 1929 and painted her first pumpkin at the 

age of 11, a few years before her education was interrupted as a result 

of the trauma of the second world war. After the war Japan remained a 

traditional society with narrowly defined roles for women. Kusama’s 

family owned plant nurseries and a seed farm (1) and wanted her to 

marry and to continue the family business. Kusama painted and drew 

obsessively from an early age to make sense of a world where plants 

spoke to her and light bursts created heightened visual experiences.  

Many of Kusama’s works of art re-create the sensation of being 

immersed in a field of plants or flowers. This childhood memory of colour 

and light as a never-ending sea is expressed in her paintings and 

sculptures through repetition.  

In 1958, at the age of 27 Kusama left Japan for New York. For a young 

Japanese woman to leave her family and to reject an arranged marriage 

required strength of purpose and determination.  New York was 

regarded as the centre of the art world and Kusama hoped to find 

stimulation as an artist and recognition of her unique vision - both of 

which she had lacked in postwar Japan.  
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Kusama’s working practice as an artist was often physically and 

emotionally exhausting. In the 1960’s following a time of poor health 

Kusama realised she could use mirrors to create a shortcut to the 

sensation of expanding space.  The Gallery installation The Pumpkins 

descended into the Heavens is an example of the way Kusama 

combines pattern and colour with the power of reflective surfaces to 

immerse the viewer within an imaginative field. Kusama choreographs 

the viewing experience through the relationship of the outer walls to the 

angled inner mirror cube, encouraging the visitor to walk around the 

space. Visitors only discover the steps and the window when they are on 

the far side of the room and therefore hidden from view from anyone 

entering the entrance doorway. The visitor is transported from an 

experience that is shared with other participants in the installation to an 

individual, personal and private discovery at the heart of the room. Your 

own reflection becomes an element at the centre of expanding field as 

you see yourself multiplying and receeding.  

The title of this installation THE SPIRITS OF THE PUMPKINS 

DESCENDED INTO THE HEAVENS is intriguing and seems to me to 

contain the idea of transportation. I wonder if the yellow of the walls 

suggests the transformation of energy, the life-giving power of the sun 

stored in the ripe flesh of a pumpkin harvested in Autumn. You will have 

to make up your own mind.  

Kusama did not find the professional recognition she craved. By the 

1970’s her contribution to Pop Art and Minimalism was being overlooked 

with many of her ideas borrowed by her male contemporaries - who 

went on to establish international careers. Kusama returned to live and 

work in Tokyo where since 1977 she has lived voluntarily in a psychiatric 

hospital. (2)  
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It wasn’t until the late 1980’s that Kusama’s work attracted interest from 

European and American galleries and curators and in 1993 she was 

invited to represent Japan at the acclaimed Venice Biennale.  

Over the last 20 years Kusama has been recognised for her originality 

and has become hugely popular far beyond the art world. The 

acquisition of THE SPIRITS OF THE PUMPKINS DESCENDED INTO 

THE HEAVENS recognises Yayoi Kusama’s contribution to 

contemporary art and the international move by museums and galleries 

to reappraise women artists within their collections and art history. 

The inclusion of Kusama in the national collection has been made 

possible through the generous and committed support of Andrew and 

Hiroko Gwinnett. 

 

Thank you for listening to this Art by Description recording. We would 

love to hear if this description has ignited your imagination. If you have 

feedback or  would like to request a description of your favourite work of 

art in the National Gallery of Australia’s collection, please email 

access@nga.gov.au. 

 

1, Tim Adams, Yayoi Kusama: the world’s favourite artist? 23 September 
2018 The Guardian 

2, Tim Adams, Yayoi Kusama: the world’s favourite artist? 23 September 
2018 The Guardian 

 


