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Play with Nature
PlayedbyNature

A group exhibition on creative practices in circumstances of social and ecological trauma
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Introduction

yy Each of the artists in this project offers
a creative approach to trauma in social and
ecological environments. A fluid definition of
“environment” allows us to see it as all that we
are connected to, both directly and indirectly:
the environment is a part of us and we are a part
of it. Noboru Takayama’s concept of playing with
nature and also being played by nature is the
framework on which this project has been built.
These artists explore spaces of environments
that are often overlooked or invisible. Each probe
for a deeper feeling of our own bodies within
the ecosystems we are part of. Artworks are not
fixed to existing systems, rather they engage
with changing environments, directly affecting
and being affected by the world. In their own
ways these artists reflect on ecological trauma
while nurturing rich stories about the intimacy of
our own lives with the lives of other organisms.

y y With seemingly archaic reels of used
videotape, Maika‘i Tubbs has created flowering
dandelions for this project. Serendipitously
synchronized with the yellow dandelions
blooming in the first weeks of spring outdoors,
these black flowers sprout out of the gallery
floor. Working with detritus for almost two
decades, Fumiaki Aono has recently been
sculpting with debris from the tsunami to create
seamlessly fused objects. These objects express
the lack of separation between two or more
things, for example a cassette tape and a piece
of wood: not one and not two. Mary Babcock
weaves the remnants of fishnets reclaimed from
the Pacific Ocean into intricate compositions that
retain the poignant memory of their past. These
woven nets contain a view of land from the sea,
a perspective that opens in the landscape of the
work itself, as a fixed view of the sea from land is
surrendered for a view in both directions. These
artists’ open a space for items that are no longer
useful in the capitalist system to become useful
in contemplating the nourishing potential of our
own excrete.

yy When we have a heightened sensitivity to our
own waste, the daily practice of living contains

the potential to change and be changed by the
world. Ringo Bunoan highlights the daily practice
of rejuvenation by wafting the scent of incense
in the gallery space just as it opens. But the
work is not about smell, it is really about the gap
between the seen and the unseen in our everyday
environment. Jackie Brookner challenges the
common misperception that all human activity
is largely destructive to the environment. As
part of her devotion to this work over the past
three decades, she probes the intimacy between
the cell structures of our own human bodies
and those of plants in her drawings of lamellae
structures. Shotaro Yoshino unveils the layers of
the ground we walk on as an actively changing
condition. By lifting the surface of the earth, he
makes geologic and social time that ordinarily
lie dormant become active for a moment. These
three artists’ continual engagement with the
world as a dynamic place shifts a world full of
loss to one replete with potential.

yy This exhibit opens possibilities that lie in
what is already in front of us, even though we
may not realize it. It is too easy to conceive
nature solely in the trees, mountains, and oceans
before our eyes, a vision that may advance
material gain, but which ultimately cannot
nourish the spirit. Connections reaching beyond
the immediate are vividly captured in a painting
by Akira lkezoe, where a human leg merges with
a tree trunk and a monkey merges with a human
arm in a circle of existence. These symbolic
unions underlie our existence. By emphasizing
what comes “after nature” (after our conception
of nature), these artists provide perspectives that
challenge us to reconsider efforts to reap, heal
and protect the “environment” in any fixed form.
The vague line between our everyday lives and
the surrounding environment is acknowledged,
questioned and played with in this project. In
these gaps between playing with and being
played by nature new possibilities for how to live
amidst trauma emerge in unforeseen spaces.

—James Jack (Curator)
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... In relationship with nature, and because | pursue nature,

| have found a certain approach. Included in entirety, human beings are a part of nature,
thus cannot be divided in two. Nature plays with people, people play with nature.

We may be killed by nature or we may kill nature

Noboru Takayama (interview with James Jack June 17, 2012)

images from Rainy Days: Artist Noboru Takayama and 3.11 [directed by Hironori Murai, edited by Sunao Ohi]
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Jackie Brookner

Silver-Green Lamellae | Gray Lamellae

2007, Ink drawing and collage on paper, 56x76 cm

| truly think plants and people, or plants and animals, are not so
far apart as most of us tend to think. The cell structures can be
read in many ways. To me they suggest bone, neuronal pathways,
and in plain view landscapes. But itOs also humans and plants
communicating, as we have for millennia through air (also how
we speak, through changing air waves), as we exchange gases
through air, and in so many other ways. A dense network that we
(humans) are enmeshed within. (Mon, Mar, 18, 2013 at 11:04 AM) (JB)
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Fumiaki Aono

Vermont Brick Repair
2013, Brick, plywood and acrylic, 11.5x6x30.5 cm

yy The disarray in Miyagi directly impacted Fumiaki Aono’s life and work. The aftermath of the tsunami
provided him with an abundance of torn books, worn furniture, broken crates and wrecked boats. Piles
of things that once had a purpose now rendered useless. But in Aono’s eyes these piles of “junk” are
like a sculptor’s marble or a painter’s canvas; they are full of creative possibilities. In his recent travels
to America and Mexico he collected cigarette boxes, old cardboard and broken bricks. He meticulously
combines all these items into fused sculptures, a process he calls “fixing” or “repairing.” Literally
combining these objects, a union is found as two or more things become one.

yy Perhaps one of the things we have all witnessed in the past two years is that things we want
to throw away as garbage never actually disappear. No matter how hard we try to burn, bury or
discard rubble it remains here in our environment. Aono shows us one pathway to care for things by
repurposing. These works are less about construction and more about reconstruction. They are a sign
of rejuvenation in the midst of destruction, a reminder that people and nature are always pushing and
pulling each other on what feels like a dance floor at times and a battleground at others. The choice is
whether to put our intention into a dance or a battle. Aono is certainly dancing. (JJ)
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Fix/Restore/After Disaster

2012, Cassette tape, wood and acrylic paint, 20x7.5 cm
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Ringo Bunoan
In Advance of the Things We Cannot See
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James Jack

Conversation with Earth

Someone stoops down to the ground softly speaking,
“Yeah, | really missed you last week...”

Waiting for a response from the earth.

After ten seconds of silence the earth gently responds,

The interlocutor continues,

“Oh really? | had no idea that is how it made you feel.”

The dialogue continues.

What does the earth think? How does the earth feel?

What does the earth think of our attempt to understand it?

34
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Maika'i Tubbs

Pre-Recorded Flora

2013, Videocassette tape and bamboo, 19x18.5x18 cm

What happens to all those flickering moments when the analog info
perfectly to make a movie on the television is gone? What comes next
videotapes into a jungle of organic growth where whirling rings of cassette tape became imbibed with
a new material life for a moment just before going into the garbage. Playing with shiny plastic film that
seems to endlessly sprout once released from its sprocket is his ongoing obsession. Through a process
of disassembling, unraveling, melting, twisting, pulling, and cutting the medium until the tapes shift from
artificial to natural. One black stem pokes out of a melted VHS cassette case and blossoms into a brown
flower of stretched tape. This weed has grown out of the blackness of analog space, a rapidly disappearing
space in our digitizing society. These videos of the past somehow cling to the 1980's, be they comedies or
horror movies or documentaries, they now appear clunky and nearly obsolete, ready to be recycled into
compost for a new garden, a garden blossoming with obsessive dandelions. Are they flowers of doom
or flowers of heaven? Their potency contains both, the optimism needed to believe in heaven and the
darkness of the doom we are creating with our own waste. (JJ)
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Artist Discussion
April 15, 2013
Tokyo University of the Arts, Yuga Gallery

Fumiaki Aono

James Jack (Curator)
Noboru Takayama (Guest)
Maika'i Tubbs

Shotaro Yoshino
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Jack: In an unrelated interview | was profoundly
impacted by something Noboru Takayama said,
“to play with nature” and “to be played by nature,”
because it relates very deeply to my own creative
work. This project is a continuation of that dialogue
along with seven other artists who have deep
questions about reality. This is rooted in discussions
about nature, but we need to reconsider what
exactly is meant by “nature.” The English word for
nature is now primarily used as a noun but the term
itself comes from the Latin word “natura” which
had multiple forms including a form as a present
participle as well as a past participle. The word
“naturans” in Latin means “naturing,” in other words
nature in the active sense.

yy So rather than the passive romantic conception
of nature consisting of trees, mountains and soil
which is commonly held today, this word “natura”
included change and movement. So for this project
as we reconsider “what is nature?” and “where do
we stand?” these multiple forms of “nature” may
inform our discussion topics today.

Takayama: Since | started creating art works in the
1970’s, the term Yusatsu often appeared as the
title of my works. This is a term | made which is
composed of a combination of words that mean
“play” and “kill.” | always consider an inextricable
interrelationship between human beings and nature,
environment as well as society. This means that all
living things such as humans, animals and plants
depend on what nature provides so as to survive
through the act of killing. Therefore, living itself is
simultaneously the act of killing the life of others
in a strict sense. This is because life itself can exist
only within an ecological chain. To put it in another
way, we are constituted with soil and other natural
substances, therefore we are a part of natural cycles
on both micro and macro scales. If we are a part of
this ecological life cycle, there cannot be “death”
even after we are physically distinguished from
this world. | often wonder how we human beings
consider these interrelations existing in the natural
world.

yy Human beings historically have cultivated land
and cut trees to fashion tools to improve their own
standard of living and gain comfort. In particular,
the act of destroying the earth has intensified
since the twentieth century. It is even technically
possible to destroy the earth with atomic and
hydrogen bombs which we have developed in
the last century. Subsequently, some questions
continually come into my mind: What does it mean
to be alive? Where are we from and where are we
going now? Having experienced the disaster of 311
| wonder where we are going from here. Should we
uninterruptedly affirm the value of capitalism or
deny it? The various aspects of the current value
system are under scrutiny.

yy | utilize railroad ties as the medium for my
work, a material that has been instrumental to
the modernization of human history, and | often
consider their social meaning. What contextual and
historical meaning does this relic of an age bear?
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How is it understood in our society? What are the
issues we have to face and challenge? What is the
most appropriate expression to articulate those
questions? | have been searching for answers to
those questions.

Jack: | am concerned about things that lie in the
periphery of our everyday lives, the spaces between
our consciousness and the physicality of the earth.
To be more precise, | explore buried histories and
reconsider the direction of society in my work.
For my most recent piece Conversation with Earth

| have been listening to the earth. What could
happen if we lend ourselves to listening to the
voice of the earth? How can we learn from hidden
geological layers? Where do hidden aspects of
our own history lead us? What are we composed
of? These questions lead to insights regarding our
own existence and the direction of our society.
In our efforts to gain and possess the earth, our
conversations ignore the potential for a more
fundamental dialogue with all that lies below us.

Yoshino: My work demonstrates the act of lifting up
the ground to show what is inside of the ground.
Generally speaking, the ground consists of the
accumulation of many different remains. It is not
only layers of physically deposited materials but
also the crucial memories of society. We can trace
the historical materiality in the ground strata even
though it cannot be traced visibly. Therefore the act
of lifting the ground is a metaphorical expression,
an action that awakens invisible memories the earth
holds internally. Some people criticize my act as
an attack against the earth. It might be seen as a
destructive and violent action but this is my way
of communicating with the ground and having a
dialogue with the earth as an artist.

Aono: | have been picking up discarded things at
varied places and then repairing and reconstructing
them for over fifteen years. After the Tohoku
Earthquake, | began picking up floating objects
drifting after the tsunami. For this project | am
showing an object that came floating in the tsunami
and one object that was thrown away in America.
What | collect and where | collect those objects has
an influence on each work, making them specific
and unique to each other. The main theme of my
work is to reconstruct objects as a way of enacting
an interactive relationship rather than using nature
as an instrument.

yy | am neither concerned about using stones and
trees as media nor about transforming discarded
objects into something different from their original
function. | just want to get involved in external
entities through the act of repairing.

yy While reconstructing broken objects, | lend my
ear to the memory of those objects, including the
natural forces that have worked upon them. So |
never intend to recover damaged objects to make
them regain their original function as instruments,
but rather | draw upon the memories those objects
contain. They already have become objects that
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do not have any function. Natural forces and a
particular kind of distortion are marked upon those
objects. | feel scars and traumas stemming from the
earthquake amplifying as | repair and reconstruct
those discarded objects even though | never set out
to do so. | weave my own subjective memories with
the memories these objects possess. So a part of
my act of repairing becomes a part of the lifecycle
of discarded industrial products.

yy | believe that restoration includes the element
of repairing distinct qualities. | sometimes fuse
iron scraps with wooden materials. When repairing
clothes, | usually try to fix holes with things on
hand. When certain products are unavailable, |
put different materials together with substituted
materials to make the repair. So here the repair
means the combination of several different
characters, which we often find in our real world.
Having gone back to basics, | came across the
theme of repairing various qualities in the process
of reconstructing discarded objects.

Tubbs: | am interested in disposable goods, things
that we use every day and throw away. As someone
who was raised as a consumer to purchase goods
without much of a sense of where those things go,
| now use things our society has deemed useless to
give them a second life.

yy In America we want things that are beautiful
and as soon as it is ugly we look for the smallest
reason to throw it away. When we throw these
things away | wonder what would happen if they
mutated into plant life on their own. | am playing
with our idea of where these plastic objects come
from. People often say, “money doesn’t grow on
trees,” but the same can be said about objects
[“objects don’t grow on trees”]. We have to think
about what it costs the earth to make that object.
yy My work is about memories, what is held on the
videotapes. Lately | mix up my own memories with
things | saw on television, movies and the internet.
| like working with used objects because they have
the original function as well as someone else’s
personal use. So when | play with that material
| work with or against that function, sometimes
working together and other times battling it.

yy For this show | see people coming together to
talk about our own relationships with our planet. |
recognize that discarded objects are a way of life.
It is not necessarily bad it just is what it is. So | am
trying to figure out a way to work with those things
that are already around us.

Takayama: In the world of pottery art the act of
kneading natural soil taken from the earth with
one’s hands is called as Tsuchigoroshi . This literally
means “killing soil.” Minerals are turned into swords,
and petroleum oils are transformed into plastic
products. If we see the world from the point of
materiality, we can gain better understanding about
our lives and the way in which our social system is
created. We currently live in a world in which we
can go anywhere and meet virtually anyone we
want. How should we find elements within nature?
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How should we utilize findings in nature to create
new systems? We may be able to understand nature
better in this process but it is critical to include
uncertain elements.

yy For example, in this exhibition, Jackie Brookner’s
drawings Gray Lamellae and Green-Silver Lamellae
focus on plant and animal cell structures. It seems
that the border between animals and plants at
the micro level has been blurred with unexpected
results. She has found a strong unity between
animals and plants on a micro level. This question
of “what is nature?” may go far beyond our
imagination.

Jack: If we look closely at elements of nature it is
hard to draw the line between dirt and ceramic,
petroleum and plastic, or animals and plants. Also
with geological strata it may not be so easy to
differentiate between one layer and the next when
we look very closely.

Yoshino: Geological layers are not limited to visible
layers physically inside the ground. For me it is not
important to dig up in order to find some particular
thing buried below. The point | am expressing is to
bring about an awareness of the spaces in between
the surface and the inside of the earth.

Aono: Urban topology can be understood as a
consequence of plural strata, coexistence of old and
new layers. In America people paint over old walls
to refurbish the buildings. This way of repairing an
existing building is akin to geological layers. Thus,
the repair has a characteristic of combining old and
new things. How new layers are added onto the
older ones determines the meaning of events in the
past, as well as collective social memories, since
subjective interpretations and different imaginations
are usually inserted into the process of creating
new layers. As a result, old memories can be
rewritten every time we provide new interpretations
about the past. In this sense, urban fabrics are
synonymous with one’s understanding of history.
| am deeply concerned with how these memories
change or remain the same.

Jack: As artists | wonder what our relationship is to
that which has been discarded by our consumerist
society.

Tubbs: | choose familiar materials that can be found
in mass quantity such as VHS tapes, audiocassette
tapes, plastic utensils and plastic shopping bags.
| tried to stop purchasing these items once |
realized | was contributing to our waste problem.
It takes longer to forage for those items now but
it is more satisfying because their life is extended.
When purchasing objects they come with only one
function, but, as Aono was talking about earlier,
things that were thrown away are less sterile
because someone has already used it. | feel their
energy, love and time and combine that with my
own.
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Aono: | think garbage drifts across the borderline
between what we consider inside and outside our
society. It has no practical use. But these objects
tell us something about ourselves that is not so
apparent in newly packaged products.

yy It is likely that earthquake survivors lead
disaster reconstruction in order to forget trauma
and reconstruct the same environment and
everyday life they had before. But | think there
should be earthquake disaster reconstruction that
is firmly grounded in the fact that the earthquake
caused thousands of lives to be lost. We need to
reconstruct with the reminiscence of our loss, not
attempting to delete the past tragedy as if nothing
had happened.

Takayama: Some people washed old family portraits
salvaged from the wreckage while others left the
dirt that was smeared on the photographs as is.
These family portraits gathered in a gymnasium
show a different flow of time. The life span of
human beings is all too trivial.

Jack: The way we are thinking here is certainly
relevant in fields outside of art. We are considering
nature in the social sense, where the environment
refers not only to trees and mountains but also
to ourselves, our cement constructions and our
waste. Those surrounding spaces are the gaps that
compose our environment, the web that connects
all things without immediate function.

yy Literary scholar Timothy Morton has discussed
nature as that which cannot be seen directly, that
which can only be glimpsed anamorphically. If
nature is seen at an angle, as a distortion, then the
images we have in our mind of cherry blossoms or
evergreen trees block our view of the realities of
today.

yy We need to turn to the garbage floating across
the Pacific Ocean from Tohoku to Hawai‘i and
deeply consider what it means. There may be an
opportunity here for us to see where our concept of
artifice and nature meet, a place where plastic and
dirt intersect, where wood and a brick merge. If we
can approach this then we have found something
worth pursuing that is not limited to art.

yy This dialogue we are having now is different
from what we may discuss tomorrow. What we
saw yesterday is different from what we see today.
It is impossible to know reality on any day besides
today, and that is why we now need to seriously
consider where our society stands within rapidly
changing environments.

Takayama: We create, exhibit and evaluate our
works onetheless it is rare to truly engage in
dialogue. It is possible that in artwork production
up until now dialogue has not occurred on such a
meaningful societal level.
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