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Beyond the Epilogue

Kusumoto Tomoo Chief Curator, Tsunagi Art Museum

Outline

In 2019, the “YANAGI Yukinori Tsunagi Project” was launched as part of the
Tsunagi community participatory art project with the aim of holding a
Tsunagi Art Museum 20th anniversary exhibition in 2021. Because of the
spread of the COVID-19 epidemic, considerable time was required to
complete the artworks, and the project became an undertaking of more than
five years including time spent in preparation. Current efforts to revitalize
Tsunagi Town through art are an extension of the project “Tsunagi: A Town
of Greenery and Sculptures” begun in 1984 with an aim of regional
revitalization after the Minamata Disease. To look back at this long-term
undertaking through art without pandering to regional sentiments, we invited
the participation of Yanagi Yukinori, an artist known for artworks rich in
critical character. After repeated research and successive discussions with
an executive committee formed of six residents, Yanagi undertook
production of /SHIDAMA Garden and NYUKON House. The former work was
displayed as scheduled in September 2021 at the Museum’s 20th anniversary
exhibition, “Beyond the Epilogue.” The latter work, however, faced obstacles
created by COVID-19 and a lack of materials owing to the Russian invasion
of Ukraine. It was finally exhibited temporarily after that exhibition, eight
months behind schedule, for one month from May 2022. This was followed
by additional production work, and the exhibiting of NYUKON House
resumed in December of that year. Being permanently established artworks,
the two large outdoor works will also remain on display after the “Yukinori
Yanagi Tsunagi Project” ends.

As his project research progressed, Yanagi turned his attention to writer
Ishimure Michiko and photographer Eugene Smith as artists closely
associated with the Tsunagi area. Not a few residents nevertheless view
Ishimure and Smith negatively for having contributed through their work to
reputational damage caused to the region by the Minamata Disease. To
achieve regional revitalization, Yanagi therefore felt it necessary for residents
to re-evaluate both artists’ work. In examining sensitive issues, Yanagi has
previously incorporated works by writers he admired and existing texts in
own art production. Examples are Mishima Yukio’s work in his /nujima
Project and Article 9 of the Japanese Constitution in his Article 9. Having
decided to create a work employing Ishimure’s literature as a motif, Yanagi
furthermore proposed that a Eugene Smith photo exhibition be held
simultaneously with his own exhibition scheduled to mark the Museum’s 20th

anniversary in 2021.

Kotodama in the Garden

ISHIDAMA Garden (“Stone Spirit Garden”) consists of some 120 stones of
varying size placed in a grove of gingko trees and on vacant land. As one
strolls among the trees, gradually people’s voices and a hayashi (festival
ensemble) come to be heard. People are initially confused, thinking the faint
sounds filling the garden are their own imagination. Tracing each sound’s

source, however, they arrive at nine stones. There, leaking from a crack

bearing chisel marks in each stone, they hear a recitation of Ishimure
Michiko’s poems by residents, the voice of a Minamata disease storyteller,
and a hayashi (festival ensemble) performance of “Hirakuni Roppo Odori,” a
traditional folk dance handed down in seaside villages of Tsunagi for some
200 years. These sounds were all selected by Yanagi and recorded with the
cooperation of the executive committee. The stones were unearthed during
the construction of a mountain lumbering road. At one time, they
commanded value as garden stones people would come from far away to
buy, yet demand for such stones having faded, they were gathered and left
half-buried in the ground. Yanagi felt that locked inside these stones
weathered by rain, wind, and sun, and stones half-buried in the ground were
the region’s culture and history that now need reassessment. By splitting
those stones, Yanagi thought, the culture and history locked inside would
become a kotodama—a mystical power dwelling in words—and touch
people, moving them to think and question themselves in ways conducive to
strategies for regional revitalization. Feeling it important that the six poetry
verses be read by men and women of varying age in the region, Yanagi
obtained the cooperation of kataribe —storytellers who still today keep
memory of the Minamata disease alive, and who are a legacy of the burden
placed on the region by modern society. The traditional “Hirakuni Roppo
Odori” dance tells of five wandering vigilantes, on the verge of quarrel,
whom the main character dances to peacefully reconcile. Yanagi’ s choice of
this dance embodies his hopes for the region and its problems.

“In the old days, people believed in the power of words to change things,”"
folklorist Orikuchi Shinobu once wrote, adding that this did not mean that a
spirit dwelled in each word, but that “The spirit was a spirit lurking in the
spell. When chanted in a spell, the words came alive and acted.”? In Nogaku
Theater, as well, the difficult words of the spell chanted by the “Okina” (old
man in white mask) were communicated to people in an easily
understandable way through the comic performance of the “Sanbaso” (old
man in black mask).® With the intervention of someone having a special
ability, this is to say, words became kotodama and touched people.

In ISHIDAMA Garden, Yanagi has intervened using his ability as an artist.

To the “Another World in this World”

NYUKON House is composed of a biotope and a living space. The biotope is
created in the swimming pool of an abandoned seaside elementary school,
which is metaphorically seen as the Shiranui Sea, a sea geographically closed
like the swimming pool. The living space is created by renovating the pool
locker room. Attached to the living space, furthermore, is NYUKON Cel
where one can experience a beautiful moment described in Ishimure
Michiko’s poem NYUKON ( “Entering Souls”) when the sea and heavens of
the Shiranui Sea become united.

Descending a slope established in the center of the swimming pool, now a
biotope, our eye level gradually aligns with the water level, and we feel as if

becoming one with the flora and fauna living there. NYUKON Cell,



meanwhile, is a new work deriving from one of Yanagi’s foremost pieces,
Icarus Cell. As we enter a dark tunnel, the Shiranui Sea and the sky appear
on the right and the left, and we stand at their point of connection. Peering
through a small window, then, we see the slope slicing through the center of
the biotope, like the parting of the sea in the Ten Commandments of Moses.
Ishimure frequently touches on animism and shamanism in works such as
Paradise in the Sea of Sorrow * and in conversations with sociologist Tsurumi
Kazuko.® They are beliefs closely related to Ishimure's views on the other
world, and the concept of the other world is furthermore connected to
beliefs in Okinawa and other islands south of Japan. In a work recalling her
childhood in Minamata, she evokes the other world concept of a utopia
beyond the sea, long handed down in Okinawa: “I feel that the boundary
between this world and the other world is beyond the rippling waves.”®
Orikuchi discusses Okinawa’s other world concepts Nirai Kanai and
Obotsukagura as horizontal and vertical phenomena.” The former is a place
beyond the sea from whence the gods come, and the latter a place above in
the heavens from whence the gods come. Both have their roots in Ryukyu
Shintoism. The other world concepts discussed by Orikuchi overlap with the
cosmology of Ishimure, who frequently describes scenes of the sea united
with the heavens, such as "What are we to do about the sadness of this
azure sky and sea?"® As an artwork, NYUKON Cell is a device enabling us
not only to relive Ishimure's literature but also to experience the other world
concepts expounded by Orikuchi.

Ishimure has also written: “Where is the place that I, on this side of further
darkness, long to go? Not this world, not that world, and much less the
previous world, but another world in this world.”® Many interpretations have
been offered by others concerning the meaning of “another world in this
world.” The Japanese historian Watanabe Kyoji, who gave Ishimure his
support both publicly and privately, felt that this dimension of “another world
in this world” was a special attribute in Ishimure’s literature. He explained it
as follows: “She has written of the mystical world in connection with Japan’s
traditional world of farming people and world of fishing people, and
furthermore the traditions of the world of wandering people which, while
encompassing those worlds, also forms their core.”'? In Watanabe’s
assessment, Ishimure was neither a writer of documentary literature or
reportage literature but a pure fiction writer or else poet. Yanagi, believing
that a reappraisal of Ishimure’s literature will usher in a new future for the
region, has introduced her writings in his own artwork. When, in their
experience of NYUKON Celi and the biotope representing the Shiranui Sea,
people confront what happened in this beautiful place and open their minds
to the future, NYUKON House will become a signpost to the “another world

in this world” that Ishimure longed to go to.

Region and Art Museum
One wonders if Yanagi, whose artworks /SHIDAMA Garden and NYUKON

House share Ishimure Michiko’s vernacular shamanistic cosmology, also

possesses a shamanistic sensibility. Political scientist and thinker Kang
Sang-jung once commented on this possibility in a conversation with him.''
Yanagi also mentions being motivated by words emanating from the
materials he used in ISHIDAMA Garden and NYUKON House. Both works,
whose appearance changes with the seasons, reflect local regional character,
an attribute unusual in Yanagi's work. This does not simply mean, however,
that he approached the region’s history and culture in the context of its
natural environment. Rather, it reflects the degree to which he engaged in
dialogue with residents for three years and observed and experienced their
lives and changes in their lives. | mentioned earlier that people from inside
and outside Tsunagi participated in the recording of the sound sources for
ISHIDAMA Garden. | will never forget the hard work of local construction
company workers who, in precise response to Yanagi’s detailed instructions,
operated the heavy machinery and, weaving through the trees, transported
large stones weighing many tons to the site. The handling of stones
embedded with sound equipment required particular care and skill, yet the
workers enjoyed creating artworks with Yanagi, and they provided him with
valuable ideas reflecting their experience as professionals in the operation of
heavy machinery. In addition, types of vegetation for planting at NYUKON
House were selected in workshops with the executive committee, and
numerous residents devoted long periods of their time to cultivating and
planting the seedlings, as well as watering and weeding them.

Considerable time has passed since museology authority Ito Toshiro
proposed the concept of a regional museum that includes an art museum.'?
If nature and history require investigating, collecting, researching, and
exhibiting, then every region needs recourse to such activities, yet this is not
true of art. Many art museums lack abundant regional art. What must they
do to be active as regional art museums?

This art museum has sought to answer this question by repeatedly putting
ideas into practice and learning through trial and error. In fact, the
philosopher John Dewey was already expounding on the value and
significance of hands-on practice in 1934 during the great depression.
Dewey, who viewed art as the cultural foundation of democracy, noted that
there is a difference between the “art product” and the “work of art,” the
latter being the essential function of art.'® On this basis, he stated that art as
an expression of experience is public and communicates shareable value,
and is shared now by people past and present.'* He furthermore believed
that the public character of art was badly needed in regional towns, which
tend to become estranged from art, and he actively implemented art projects
in the American farm belt and suburban communities. Dewey’ s thoughts and
actual practices, as one who viewed art as infrastructure, offer art museums
not blessed with regional art a guideline to follow in their activities as
regional art museums. They also neatly coincide with this museum’s actions
until now. Furthermore, Dewey’ s view—that art celebrates with those
moments when the past reinforces the present and the future is a

quickening of now, for they enable human beings to live wholly united with

their environment'®>—confirms the legitimacy of Tsunagi’s attempts since
1984 to revitalize the region after the Minamata disease with the aim of
learning from the past and creating a path to the future.

As part of the Tsunagi community participatory art project, the “YANAGI
Yukinori Art Project” took form and developed during three years. Its process
was publicly displayed each fiscal year in an art exhibition. As implied by the
title of the final year’s exhibition, “Beyond the Epilogue,” the project’s final
chapter marks the start of a new endeavor for the region. As Dewey’ s words
tell us, when art is backed by publicness that is informed by universalness, it
can open a regional community’ s door to the future, the repercussions of

which will continue to spread beyond. We hope to see that happen.

The Holding of a Photo Exhibition

Finally, in connection with the “YANAGI Yukinori Tsunagi Project,” | would
also like to mention the photo exhibition “MINAMATA as seen by Eugene and
Aileen Smith” held simultaneously with “Beyond the Epilogue” at Yanagi’s
proposal. On hearing his proposal to simultaneously hold a photo exhibition, |
worried that Tsunagi Town Hall’s Policy Planning Division, which has
jurisdiction over the Museum, would be reluctant to hold it, out of
consideration for residents who have negative views of Eugene Smith. My
worries were completely unfounded, however. With the Division’s support,
Yanagi promptly approached Aileen Smith, Eugene Smith's ex-wife, seeking
her help in organizing the photo exhibition, and she readily agreed.

Still, it was likely that, even if a Eugene Smith photo exhibition were held at
the Museum, only people in Minamata who viewed Eugene’s work positively
would attend. Such would not produce the reappraisal of Eugene’ s work
that Yanagi desired, for it was people who viewed Eugene Smith negatively
he particularly hoped would see the photo exhibition. While Eugene’s
MINAMATA photo collection is renowned for having conveyed the tragedy of
Minamata disease to the world, Eugene, a warm, friendly man who loved
children, actually took many photos of peaceful daily life in the region. We
therefore decided to organize an exhibition, “Minamata as Seen by Eugene
Smith and Aileen Smith,” combining photographs from the M/INAMATA photo
collection with unpublished photographs, easy to sympathize with, that
capture daily life in the region, thereby by giving people of different opinions
a chance to calmly view Smith’s photographs and historical facts. For this
reason, we also refused all requests for publicity cooperation with the movie
MINAMATA starring Johnny Depp, which coincidentally was released at that
time. This was necessary to set the exhibition apart from a fictional film
sensationalizing its subject as entertainment.

The photo exhibition recorded the largest number of visitors since the
Museum’ s opening. What made us happiest, however, was that more than a
few people changed their minds about Eugene and Aileen’s work in
Minamata. Another important outcome was that, after the exhibition, the
Museum was able to collect most of the photographs displayed.

Inspired by the literature of Ishimure Michiko, Yanagi has displayed

photographs of bountiful Shiranui Sea, taken by Eugene Smith and Aileen
Smith, in the bedroom of NYUKON House. Visitors thus have opportunity to
experience a moment of resonance, across time and space, between a
contemporary artist and two artists associated with the region. The visitors’
unique experience is certain to encourage the kind of thoughts needed to

foster social change, universal in character.
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