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Talk Nakashima Satoshi(Art Anthropologist) x Isaji Yugo

Nakshima | will begin with a big question without any preliminary
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remarks. First of all, | would like to ask about your sculptural
impulse. What drives you to create forms?

Are you asking me about what drives me to make each
individual piece?

Yes. Of course, it might be different depending on the work in
question. However, | wonder if you could draw some kind of
common thread across all of them that you see as a point of
similarity?

The time when | feel something | could describe as a
sculptural impulse is when | come up with an idea for new
work. | think this phrase is appropriate to describing how | feel
in times when I'm thinking about giving something new a try.
But, as a pretty regular part of my operation now when | have
an upcoming exhibition of my old work, | feel the impulse to
make something new with that exhibition in mind.

Oh, you've felt like that as well. Setting that aside?

Well, as | said, | would say | feel something like an impulse
when | come up with an idea for new work.

What triggers the idea for new work?

I put the impulse into actual action less now compared with
when | was a student, with a lot happening just inside my
head. But, sometimes within the biorhythms of my life | get
the urge to go a step further and actually try it out in physical
reality. Sometimes it doesn't work out well, but sometimes
having gone through all these experimental trials one after
another in my mind | get the feeling that “Oh, this is going to
work...” That might be the moment that is closest to the sense
of the word “impulse”.

Do you mostly experience this in your studio?

No. I'm mainly only in my studio when I'm actually working on
something, so | don't really spend much time there.

So, you mean it just happens, within the course of your daily
life?

Well, because at the end of the day | am often looking at
things.

What do you mean? For example?

For example... Well, | get pretty into looking at construction
sites and things like that.

Oh yes, | getit, 'm into that too.
When there's a pit, | peer into it, and think, oh, look at all
these different layers of earth (laughing)...

Well, I think there is something | am able to imagine in
my mind when | see how things are built up or destroyed.
Probably, there’s a simulation that runs inside of me that
moves things and builds things, so | wind up getting into the
habit of simulating the things that catch my eye. Then, | think,
sometimes | feel the urge to try actually doing it myself for real
in the physical world.

If you ask me whether | prefer construction sites in the middle
of demolition or construction, | say demolition. It' s like | want
to say to them “OK, stop just here...” (laughing)

Yes, like when a wooden house is falling apart under the
efforts of a power shovel.

Yes, like when you can see different cross-sections. ..

Yes, that's great isn't it...

It makes me feel a sense of moe, a sort of emotional affection.
Sometimes there's still art on the walls, or calendars, things
like that — it's amazing.

With perfectly completed architecture, do you not feel as
much?

Well, that being said, going to work sites in Ginza or wherever
recently, if you look closely there are remarkable buildings
going up where they're spending a lot of money on the latest
techniques, and my eye is also drawn to these unfamiliar
things...

...vacant lots are also intriguing...
Vacant lots are intriguing?
Yes, they're intriguing. Look, they're floating in space, right?

Ah...
Are you talking about the houses neighboring the plot that
have become visible after it has become a vacant lot?

Well, that too.

I'm drawn to places floating in space that are neither here nor
there.

Like the dead spaces homeless people find - the way they
put places like that to practical use is really interesting to me.
They're really doing an amazing job of finding these places
that are truly floating in space. Well, ultimately this is all my
own personal interest...

From that perspective, | would say that I've been focusing on
the matter, and haven't paid much attention to these places
spatially. So, even when I'm focusing on a thing being broken,
| haven't felt much appeal in this kind of “absence”, empty
ots, the spaces of homeless people, or that kind of thing.

That’s surprising. It seems to me you've been doing
something pretty similar to them.

That is, | think they apply mitate technique appropriating
these spaces as stand-ins for something else. Appropriating
this space as a place for resting, this one for sleeping, that
one for living — they're really engaging in an extreme mitate
on the nature of the spaces.

Through this they add meaning to the space that nobody had
discovered before.

And, | would say that this current of mitate runs very strongly
in your work.

Doesn't mitate more mean a technique of making one thing
look like another, like making something look like an animal -
things like that?



Well, you've said you are more attracted to matter, so let's
move on to the second question. Your work uses consumer
products and daily-use items, right?

For the International Festival for Arts and Media Yokohama
2009, | commissioned you to take part in the “Seminar on
Bricolage™[*1]. Bricolage is itself the very act of mitate - taking
things with existing meanings or functions and transforming
them in the image of something else, or appropriating them
to another purpose. That kind of action is bricolage / mitate,
and that's why at the intuitive level it feels like the sort of thing
homeless people do.

It might be connected to the question of whether or not I'm
interested in vacant lots, but when | work on my art | do it
in a state of mind where | pay no attention to its original
significance in the semiotic sense, nor its ex post facto
significance, so that may be why my approach is a bit different
from what you're talking about.

But, wouldn't you say that even if you weren't conscious of it
at the time, all kinds of ready-made goods and other things
were brought in at that time? And then, for example even
while consciously recognizing that this is obviously a CD, it
winds up looking like something else, right?

Well then, for example if someone gives me a pen and | set to
work on this pen, the fact that it is a pen doesn't influence my
simulation very much. So, rather than the fact that it's a pen,
what I'm looking at more is the plastic. | think, OK, since this
is plastic, what kinds of transformations are possible?

That's when the ready-made product is new, right? But at
that time the stuff that was brought in was used products
and broken things. In that case the materials inevitably have
patina, imprints of the memory of use, right?

Hmm...

| would say that I'm insensitive things like that, | don't really
feel that kind of thing.

1 makes me think that maybe this is why | feel better when I'm
working with products that are new.

So, elements like that are an interference? They interfere with
your mitate?

Well, rather than calling this an interference, | would say that
even though | know there's no problem from the perspective
of the process of working the material, there’s no need to go
to the trouble of using those kinds of objects. | don't think this
kind of thing is interesting, but in general it is the kind of thing
that people find interesting, isn't it? For example, wondering
to yourself “Why has this thing fallen here of all places?”
Thinking about that kind of thing is interesting, but I'm fine just
looking. | myself have no motivation to go any further to pick it
up or anything like that.

Then, | imagine your perspective on the act of dismantling is
quite also quite different from mine.

Yes, I've started to feel we probably do have different
perspectives.

For me, | imagine that “this one was made by the father, that
one was by the child”, that kind of thing.

I've never seen stories like that in objects. I've been more
visual.

When it comes to architecture, would you say you are more
interested in the structure than the finished building?

| think so. As | said a second ago, what catches my eye in
the construction in Ginza is the times when new construction
methods are being tried out. I've been looking at them
from the viewpoint of, “Oh, now it's possible to do that kind
of thing..." This then probably becomes a part of a new
simulation in my mind — a new piece of knowledge.

| see. It happens very naturally.

| guess that what I'm saying here is that in my case, | wind
up reading all of that into it from the beginning. In your case,
you don't bleach out the memories or meanings or functions
of things — rather than actively bleaching out that which
is originally there, my impression is that this bleaching is
happening quite naturally.

| don't look for these things, or perhaps | might say | can't see
them.

Thinking about the word “ownerless-ness”[*2] that | used in
an essay for a pamphlet about you some time back, when
something gets bleached of its original meanings in this way,
it heads towards “ownerless-ness”. That's why | have the
unusual perspective of seeing your artwork as coming into
being as ownerless objects.

What | am interested in is ownerless object-ness and
ownerless space, and the idea that art / the arts are rooted
in the fundamental nature of space. Marketplaces, boundary
areas, these kinds of places usually floating in space as
kugai[*3] — sanctuaries of asylum - are historically the
birthplaces of the diverse arts. | think that in the process
by which things are bleached of their original meaning and
become ownerless objects, they come to be accommodated
within this artistic realm.

| think | sort of understand what you mean.
Even intuitively is fine.

Hmm.
What is this ownerless kind of place?

It is also called muen — a state free from entanglement in the
rules of others.

So, in your way of thinking, is it owing to this ownerless-ness
that we have festivals, and other kinds of things can happen?

Yes. In places that are un-owned.

Public squares are another example, aren't they.

Yes.

Hmm.

| do understand what you are saying, but when | think about

myself in this context it isn't about the place. | think | don't
perceive things through the lens of place.
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What I'm talking about is correspondence. Do you have the
sense that the more you work on one of your art pieces, the
more of an ownerless object it becomes? In other words, do
you feel it becoming increasingly distant from your ownership?

Hmm. It seems like we're getting caught up in the previous
essay[*2] you wrote for me (laughing)

But, | will say that when | go to work, | do have criteria for
judging what is an art piece and what is not. Since | don't
work based on a concept, my judgement criteria aren't
something | can explain in words. | would best describe it as
a condition where it feels somehow interesting. For example,
when inflating a ballpoint pen, there is a wrong way to inflate
it. | think | am definitely creating new rules here, even if they
are just my own personal rules.

Where is this “here” you are talking about?

In the ballpoint pen. The rules that have to be in place in order
to make the ballpoint pen sculptural and a work of art exist
from the instant | start making that piece.

So, they are born in this way.

Yes. That's why somelimes when I've started making a new
piece, | come to realize that this one isn't going to work out.
The selection process has begun in that instant, and this is
why if | don't spend a fair amount of time, | don't see a lot of
variation being born.

| would have thought that variation is more a matter of when
you've hit your stride or not. (laughing)
There is that kind of variety based on one’s physical condition.

Yes, | agree.

But, | think that the possibilities for variation are few if you
think of it in terms of the potential range of laws to follow in
piling up staples, for example.

So, | guess that limiting the pattern winds up causing the
emergence of these kinds of physiological effects, doesn't it.

What | mean is that the rule depends on the material. In that
sense, ownerless-ness may be at play. You see, the rule is
not my rule, it is the ballpoint pen's rule. But, of course the
ballpoint pen’s rule won't exist unless the artwork exists.
That's why | am able to experience a sense that | am handling
something separate from myself.

Wow! That's great! (laughing)

So, fundamentally, in my opinion the completion of an artwork,
ideally speaking, happens when the artist can no longer carry
the weight of responsibility for the artwork, or they have to
stop working on it because they have reached a point where
the artwork has left them behind. Put another way, the artwork
itself comes to have its own intention. The thing is possessed
of an intention that is not that of the artist. In this way, in the
moment when your ballpoint pen has reached completion
and takes its leave of you, its rules as a ballpoint pen have
become a kind of intention that take their independence.
Thinking about things from this perspective, | think we are
close to the realm of ownerless-ness.

Well, it i.s a really sensation, so | do get the feeling | am
proceeding based on a judgement criterion | myself don't
know well.

So, have you never felt a particularly strong sense that you
have been left behind?

| do often see this topic on your Twitter feed. (laughing)
You read my Twitter?

Yes.

Reading your Tweets left me thinking that this might be one
way of looking at things, and maybe | have begun to be a bit
conscious of this... (laughing)

| would like to move on to your new series using kintsugi, the
art of repairing broken ceramics using seams of lacquer and
gold. It's a series that makes use of a miscellaneous selection
of ceramic dishes, and | remember that you mentioned that
they were another response to Genpei Akasegawa's “Canned
Universe’[*4]. Can you elaborate on this?

In a good way, | love those kinds of artworks full of wit. That
piece doesn't do wordplay or have that much sense of trying
to entertain, nor is it satire. That's what's good about it, that's
why it's an artwork | like.

An acquaintance once said that my work is topological. When
| then went to look up the meaning of the word topology, my
simple understanding was that this refers to thinking about the
dimensions / forms of things based on their number of holes.
In that sense, | think that the ballpoint pen pieces can be said
to be very topological. From that perspective, in the case of
“Canned Universe”, once the lid is opened, the relationship is
broken, so even if the label were put on the inside, it doesn't
become a relationship where things are turned inside-out. |
think that what he is really trying to express is what happens
when the lid is unopened.

You got all of that from the idea of topology... (laughing)

The instant the can is opened, it winds up becoming a
different form. Yes, | see. Your perspective is not at all
conceptual.

You think so? (laughing)

And then, if in fact it is when the can is in its closed state
that it gives rise to our world and a world where only the crab
meat exists, | think that is quite an interesting experience.
Thinking about how | could show this to people, it occurred to
me that | could recreate this if | used something with no lid.
But, on further consideration, it is true that the instant the bowl
breaks, its relationship with the world is broken.

This is the process...

And, in addition, the kintsugi technique was reasonable - |
mean it makes sense to me.

What do you mean?

To begin with, the kintsugi technique, though not about hiding
the flaw, is about making it as if it had never happened. So, |
think it makes it possible for the viewer to accede to the fact
the bowl is broken.

Does it connect to that? (laughing)



N I, for example, you just turned it over from the beginning, you
could simply reverse the glaze and pattern and fire it, couldn't
you? But, the act of breaking it conveys something quite

powerful.

Something powerful? Really?

N This actually relates to my next question — you have said that
your kintsugi pieces are conceptual, right?

When | used the word “conceptual” at that time, it was
because | think that it makes it easy to create words and
stories around it after I've made the piece. That's how | am
able to talk at a bit of length about this work, as I've just done.
It's because it's easy to talk about. And it was in that sense
that | called it conceptual. Rather than having a conceptual
intention, the artwork that was realized is, | think, a piece that
also offers something people who like conceptual art can find
to take an interest in.

N But, you know, it doesn't feel very conceptual to me...
(laughing)

Really? (laughing)

N I, along the lines of what | was talking about a second ago,
you put in an order to have something made in a reversed
state, that would start looking quite conceptual, | think. But
the act of breaking is extremely physical. That's the point that
| think is really interesting.

In that case, if hypothetically speaking | were to make a cup
that had a handle on the inside to begin with, | think | would
make it myself. In that case, | can imagine that the production
process would be quite tedious for me, like | wouldn't feel the
motivation to put this thought into action.

N That's exactly why it can't be completely conceptual!
(laughing)

You might be right. (laughing)

N Atthe end of the day you need a sculptural impulse.

Yes, the impulse to sculpt form.

N We have arrived at my final question. You talk of your kintsugi
works as conceptual pieces. And, as you were saying a
moment ago in the case of your ballpoint pens, when you
listen to your objects, the object tells you the timing when to
stop working on it. You have this dialogue, right? That's not at
all conceptual. And then, there's your work with staples and

the ones made by inserting cuts — | call those “Isaji Units”.
(laughing)

Units, right?

Yes.‘“lsaji Units”. | think there's a sense that an object is
multlpllied or divided by a certain unit, returning that object
toa given unit. And, this is also often accompanied by a
resulting topological transformation as well. Adding together
and iterating these Isaji Units, the more they are repeated,
the more the unit seems to emerge - the more the unit seems
1o become independent. Rather than object-ness, they have
more sense of unit-ness. Of course, because the units are not
concepts, you can't call it conceptual. In fact, they exist more
as a rejection of concept.

! They have been refusing concept? (laughter)

N It is the nature of the unit to refuse. | feel a very stoic way of

being here.

Until now you had said your work was not conceptual,
but with the kintsugi series the fact that you say this is
conceptual is interesting. It is true that your explanation may
be conceptual, but the impression one gets from the objects
themselves is physical, and very much about action, about
going through with an action. Your work until now has been
extremely oriented towards going through with actions, but
here what it is you are going through with — the re-connecting
of something that's been broken, this non-reproducible, non-
repeatable action you are doing — makes the action-centric

nature of the work all the more salient.

I |see.

N This is the perspective that made me think your work has

gotten quite physical, but then the fact you were saying the
opposite, that it's extremely conceptual - this is interesting
to me. On the one hand, having heard your explanation,
it certainly is conceptual. But, on the other hand, what the
works themselves are conveying is something very physical.
And so, because we do in actuality have on our hands works
of this sort, we are pressed to update our way of thinking. In
other words, we have to start thinking that the conceptual and
the physical are not antithetical to one another.

| |see. Indeed.

N That’s what's new here. | have been in the habit of dividing

these two, but | feel a sense of expectation, a sense of
stunned surprise when | see this other way of being, realize
that there is this meta-level way. What | thought were
antitheses are not. That has become reality.

1 | would say that having talked with you, | have started to think
that purely conceptual works of art are idealistic, for both
better and worse. In other words, simple physical laborers
such as myself are in the habit of perceiving things as objects.
If, hypothetically speaking, “conceptual art” is an attempt to
transcend the realm of the physical body, it will have to fight
against the physicality of the body and the materiality which
inevitably rear up into view.

[*1] A project organized during the International Festival for
Arts and Media Yokohama 2009 by Mr. Satoshi NAKASHIMA
at the Shinko Pier Exhibition Hall in Yokohama. In this event,
Isaji created artworks on the spot using retail products and
other items brought in by the participants.

[*2] The full text of the essay contributed by Mr. Satoshi
Nakashima on 3 page of this book.

[*8] “Kugai" in Japanese, “Asyl" in German.

[*4] An artwork presented in 1964 by Japanese artist Genpei
AKASEGAWA (1937-2014).

A paper label has been re-wrapped around the inside of an
opened, empty can. Because the label is on the inside, the
interior of the can is appropriated via mitate to become the
outside, suggesting that the can has come to contain all of the
universe except its structural interior.
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| am not huge fan of “staple”, one of Isaji's most important works. This piece is composed of staples
taken apart one by one and soldered together into a three-dimensional object. The point of the work
is no doubt the time-consuming process it took to build up this quite beautiful form, yet it seems to
me that the finished form was a foregone conclusion.

It feels too perfect, lacking in freedom, like a work of craft made exactly according to a set of design
specifications. For the same reason, | cannot like much about the “cutter” sculptural series, which
uses cutter blades as a material. It feels to me to be too designed, too rigid. There are some people
who like the idea of spending time diligently working towards a goal that can be seen in advance,
put that is quite different from my image of what makes an artwork.

Rather, | far prefer the “pen” and “bottle” series. In these pieces, Isaji heats up part of a plastic
object, then blows into it to puff it up. Though it is quite a simple act, the forms that emerge are
really superb. Each one takes its own shape, yet has a sense of presence. Looking at them, you
find that the ballpoint pens and plastic detergent bottles we often see in everyday life emerge as
truly sculptural art pieces. How much time it takes to produce them isn't the point. In addition,
the “plastic cup” and “bottle” series made by putting incisions into plastic cups and small bottle
containers are also really good. Although the goal is unseen, through the process of simply making
one small incision after another, a three-dimensional artwork suddenly arises. By the act of Isaji,
these mass-produced “things” are in an instant transformed into one-off works of art. It is in this
where | feel a sense of “art”.

Having kept my eye on Isaji's work of this sort for the span of a decade now, I've recently noticed
that he is really good at installation. He knows how to place his work in a given space so it looks its
best, intuitively getting it done with casual ease. It seems like the pieces are simply placed without
much further thought, yet each and every one is in fact exquisitely positioned to create a pleasant
tension composing the exhibition space. And, what is important here is the fact that he gets it done
with casual ease. It may be that the intuitive sense at work here is the same sense involved in
choosing which part of the plastic to heat. The knobs on the “pen” and “bottle” pieces Isaji raises
up by heating plastic and inflating it with air are seemingly located at random, but in fact create a
composition that succeeds through their exquisite positioning just where they are, and nowhere
else.

1 think that this extraordinary intuitive sense Isaji has is also being put to good use in his “bow!” and
“cup” series made using the kintsugi repair technique to piece together broken ceramics inside out
from their original form. If it were just a matter of piecing broken fragments back together, | would
imagine anyone would be able to do it with some training. But, doing this while turning the object
inside out would be impossible, | think, without an exceptional intuitive sense driving the artist’s
decisions on how to connect the shards back together.

Having written this far, I've realized something. “staple” and “cutter”, which | started out confessing
| don't like much, may not in fact have had any pre-assumed finished form at all. It may simply be
that Isaji reacts to each individual object one by one with his unique intuition and sense of balance,
and it is from that sequence that the artwork’s form arises. On reflection, there’s no way on earth
there would ever be a master plan for such a mind-numbingly laborious process. As he intuitively
piles up the staples and cutter blades, all of a sudden, the artwork pops into existence. This is a
decisive moment that can only be embodied in a work of art, not a craft piece or work of design.
Thinking about it this way, I've started to get the feeling that the “staple” and “cutter” series aren't all
that bad after all. Isaji-san — sorry for saying nasty things.

Isaji calmly engages with commonplace things. Wearing his usual poker face, he continues his
handiwork a bit aloof from the world, applying his intuition and sense of balance to present us with
entirely unique pieces arising upon arrival at the decisive “moment”.

And then, as if it's nothing at all, he turns and says, “Look, | happened to make another one..."

Art Center Ongoing Directer
Nozomu Ogawa
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