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Foreword

In 2014, Tsunagi Art Museum embarked on the residency
program “Artist in Residence Tsunagi.” The program’s aim—to
promote town development and build the museum’s collection
through art activities generative of a concluding solo art exhibition,
artwork acquisitions, and community exchange programs. While a
program operated on the basis of inviting one artist each year, “Artist
in Residence Tsunagi” was nevertheless suspended for three years
after 2019 due to a retrospective exhibition of program work and the
spread of the Covid-10 pandemic.

This time, after a four-year hiatus, we invited Okinawa artist
ISHIGAKI Katsuko for our seventh project. Born in Ishigaki
City on a remote island in Okinawa Prefecture, Ishigaki moved to
Naha in her childhood with her family. Since studying painting at
Okinawa Prefectural University of Arts, she has taken Okinawa
Prefecture as her base for creating art while working part-time as
a junior high school, high school, and university teacher. In recent
years, she has produced a series depicting life in Okinawa, where
people live side by side with U.S. military bases that continually
catch nationwide attention. Her ability to produce this series owes
to her own daily firsthand experience of the change transforming
Okinawa. The concluding solo exhibition of “Artist in Residence
Tsunagi 2023,” which was titled “ISHIGAKI Katsuko — Ocean,
Islands and Mountains: Living with Chitsuzuki,” featured 31 new
works that Ishigaki produced during her roughly three-month
residency in Tsunagi together with 20 pieces, including new works,
selected from her “Landscape with Base” series. To convey the new
experience that Ishigaki’s works enable as landscape paintings, the
works were displayed in one group without dividing them.

We wish to extend our appreciation to everyone who has
cooperated in the realization of the project, “Artist in Residence
Tsunagi 2023.”

The Organizer
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Ocean, Islands and Mountains: Living with Chitsuzuki

KUSUMOTO Tomoo

Chief Curator, Tsunagi Art Museum

Some 70% of U.S. military facilities and
training areas in Japan are concentrated in
Okinawa Prefecture. In some areas, that land
is being returned, new communities are being
created, and landscapes affected by the U.S.
military’s presence are steadily changing.
Portions of the bases have become public parks,
bungalows built for American military personnel
are being replaced by high-rise apartment
buildings, and new scenery is developing. Amid
this wave of change, artist ISHIGAKI Katsuko
in 2018 embarked with determination on her
landscape series “Landscape with Base,” wanting
to record everyday life in Okinawa where the
bases are a dominating presence. Just as military
base problems have divided citizens in Okinawa,
health problems caused by Minamata disease
and economic benefits offered by the causative
company have divided citizens in Tsunagi and
neighboring areas affected by the disease. In both
cases, national policy has created circumstances
that people must deal with by sharing the
issues and applying their understandings to
building a healthy society. In its power as a non-
verbal method of communication, art such as
Ishigaki’s surely can play a role in promoting
understanding.

In August when she began living in Tsunagi

as the artist of “Artist in Residence Tsunagi
2023,” what initially surprised Ishigaki was its
quiet sky, a phenomenon unknown in Okinawa.
During some three months thereafter, as she
gazed at the islands in the Shiranui Sea and
surrounding mountain landscapes while meeting
and working with people, she sometimes felt
alarm in signs of manmade change, alien to the
native landscape. These signs she introduced
in her paintings, always within an atmosphere
of peaceful everyday life. Though using linear
perspective in composing her paintings, Ishigaki
is not necessarily faithful to her subject’s size
or the actual landscape in which it is sited. The
subject may have importance for her, but she
even then refrains from emphasizing it. By
creating a visual image resembling what we see
when gazing at wide-open scenery, she avoids
conveying a specific message so as to leave the
interpretation to viewers. Still, these works
reflecting an identity fostered by Okinawa’s
history, culture, and climatic conditions clearly
hold a power to promote creative thinking on
the issues that people face.

Ishigaki is not what we refer to as a landscape
painter. She studied painting in university but,
on graduating, also tried her hand at installation
works. From the late 1990s, she began painting

semi-abstract pictures of smooth yellow figures
and crafting wine bottle cork dolls of many
colors and patterns. Such paintings and cork
dolls she produces even now after launching
her “Landscape with Base” series in 2018.
Numerous Tsunagi residents took part in the
cork doll-making workshops she held during
her residency. Though accustomed to creating
multiple types of art in parallel, however, she
felt hesitant at first, she says, when starting
to paint American bases as a new theme. This
was because many Okinawans avoid the topic
of military bases, just as residents of districts
affected by Minamata disease avoid discussing
the disease out of consideration for personal
relationships and conflicts of interest.

After overcoming her initial conflict about
painting American military bases, Ishigaki
embarked on what became her first landscape
series, “Landscape with Base.” Because of her
special instinct for observing change in the
native landscape, her paintings of landscapes in
Tsunagi and neighboring areas, created during
her residency this time, are like an extension of
that series. Tsunagi, View from Maizuru Castle
Park depicts the town viewed looking down
from a some 80-meter-high mountain crag that
is a symbol of Tsunagi, with a Japanese national
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flag fluttering in the wind. If we look back into
history, we can be certain the Japanese flag brings
complex thoughts to the minds of Okinawans.
Displayed beside that work was her Landscape
with Fence II showing the fence around an
American military base in Okinawa, and next to
that was her View from Kakazutakadai Park IV
depicting Ospreys parked at U.S. Marine Corps
Air Station Futenma. What people felt from
this array of paintings likely varied. View from
a Boat, Goshoura Island depicts an island across
the bay from Tsunagi that was earmarked to be
mined for sand for land reclamation in Henoko
Bay in Nago, Okinawa where military base
construction is underway. As it turned out, sand
from Goshoura Island was not used in Henoko
Bay, but quarrying has continued since 1977
and some of the island’s lush green mountains
have been carved down to bare rock faces. The
continuity between these paintings of landscapes
in and around Tsunagi and scenes that Ishigaki
is accustomed to seeing in Okinawa is vital to
our understanding of her as an artist. The social
significance of implementing this residency
program and holding an exhibition also lies in
that continuity.

The chitsuzuki referred to in this exhibition’s
title denotes Ishigaki’s view that boundaries do
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not exist among sea, islands, and mountains or
between Okinawa and Tsunagi, a perception she
holds while clearly aware of their differences.
The title can also be read as “blood connection,”
which, while important to her identity as
someone born and raised in Okinawa, can
sometimes be a yoke that hinders freedom of
thought and action. What she has embraced
in her heart and discovered about herself
corroborate the fact that all boundaries are
actually ambiguous and diverse. During
residency production, this time, Ishigaki reviewed
her life thus far and once again questioned the
possibilities of painting. This exhibition, which
features self-referential works depicting the
landscapes of both Tsunagi and Okinawa, can
additionally be said to show the significance of
landscape painting as a contemporary art form.
While the exhibition was under preparation,
I accompanied Ishigaki on field research in
Ishigaki Island, Okinawa, where a Japanese
Ground Self-Defense Force garrison has
recently been constructed. Works she painted on
the basis of that research could not be displayed
at the exhibition due to scheduling limitations,
yet I clearly felt her unwavering intent to quietly
examine and record on canvas the changing
landscape of this island on the front line of

national security where she was born. Right
before the exhibition’s opening, a U.S. military
Osprey crashed off the coast of Yakushima
Island in Kagoshima Prefecture, resulting in
the loss of precious lives. A few days later it
was reported that the government was viewing
Kumamoto Prefecture as a likely evacuation
site for residents of Okinawa Prefecture and
the Sakishima Islands in the event of a Taiwan
contingency. Regarding the latter, some may
recall that, before the Battle of Okinawa in the
Pacific War, Japan evacuated numerous people
from Okinawa to Kumamoto. For people in
Kumamoto Prefecture, what goes on in Okinawa
can hardly be regarded as someone else’s affairs.

Regional conflicts, poverty, environmental
destruction, and other problems are continually
piling up in contemporary society. We can only
pray that Ishigaki’s artworks will be taken as
guideposts to follow, so we can all continue to
live in this boundaryless chizsuzuki world.

* See photos on page 34 - 35 - 47 of this catalogue.
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