


In 2006, | came across Shinro Ohtake’s retrospective exhibition at the Museum of
Contemporary Art, Tokyo. Filling the museum’s entire exhibition space with works from
Ohtake’s childhood to the present, Shinro Ohtake Zen-Kei: Retrospective 1955-2006 was
unique in the sheer number of works exhibited, the display method, and the scale of
the exhibition. The exhibition appeared to be an extension of Ohtake’s artistic practice.
Among the works, | was fascinated by the Scrapbooks (1977- ), which collect together
found images and objects pasted together into collages; ZYAPANORAMA (1995- ),

a series which depicts the neglected urban landscape of Japan through poster-like
compositions; and Dub-Hei & New Chanel (1999), a sculptural stage integrated with an
automated rock band.

After seeing the retrospective, | visited the island of Naoshima to see /%% (2009), a
public bath project, and the Haisha Art House Project (2006). For /5, Ohtake made

a functioning bathhouse by grafting together found objects such as a statue of an
elephant, boat parts, and specially designed porcelain tiles. For the Haisha house,
Ohtake turned an abandoned house into a site-specific artistic environment. Whereas
|95 integrates functionality into its conception, the Haisha house takes dysfunctionality
as its starting point.

In 2010, Ohtake showed 64 works from the Scrapbook project at the 8th Gwangju
Biennale. Made for this year's dOCUMENTA 13 in Kassel, Mon-Cheri: A Self-Portrait as a
Scrapped Shed (2012) is a self-portrait built up from elements like a new, monumental
scrapbook, sound, smoke, and used boats, which were added to the structure of a pre-
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fabricated house. It was with this project that | was able for the first time to observe the
artist’s process of thinking and making.

For his exhibition at Artsonje Center in Seoul, two new Scrapbooks will be exhibited, as
well as #64 from among those that were displayed at the Gwangju Biennale. Ohtake’s
work uses various materials, including images taken from mass media, such as printed
matter, signboards, and abandoned or found objects. His method of selecting materials
and making works seems to be driven by impulse and intuition, rather than a formal rule.
In the following interview, we discuss his artistic practice through questions about how
he navigates the images he works with, his production process, and the way he makes
decisions when creating an artwork.

Sunjung Kim: | first encountered your works at your retrospective exhibition held in 2006
at the Museum of Contemporary Art, Tokyo, which spanned your entire life. | consider
the Scrapbook series, begun in 1977 and now numbering 66 works, to be one of your
most significant projects. In a previous interview with the newspaper of Musashino Art
University, you mentioned that the Scrapbook series is a map of your own. ' Do you think
it is appropriate to consider each Scrapbook to be a map of memories?

Shinro Ohtake: | think it's possible to think of the completed Scrapbooks as “memory
maps.” When | used the word “map,” | wanted to express the experience of looking at
the works in progress and seeing how there is always some kind of image that emerges
from among all the visual material that is shuffled and reconstituted on the pages
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without any regard for genre, and how all the layers methodically pasted on top of each
other begin to appear like geological strata.

But when | am actually working on the Scrapbooks, | don’t think about memory. Instead,
| think about the “variation of density” on the pages. This feeling has nothing to do with
the number of materials pasted onto the work, nor with the numbers of colors | am
using, but is rather more about the atmosphere of the page itself.

Kim: The Scrapbooks are made with visual materials that you have found in newspapers,
magazines, flyers, books, photographs and other sources, which you then cut and paste
into the pages of the books you are making, building up the different materials into
layers, while also tearing away at the accumulated materials or adding drawings and
paintings so that the images collide or are heaped upon each other in unexpected ways.
How do you select the images you work with, and what is the process of pasting them
into the Scrapbooks?

Ohtake: It may be related to the process of pasting them in, but | have never once
thought to impose a thematic connection onto the visual materials | use, nor have | ever
planned out the overall direction of the contents of the Scrapbooks themselves.

In my daily routine | usually begin by pasting in materials that are lying around my desk or
something that somebody has sent me that catches my attention. In selecting the visual
materials, what | reflexively gravitate toward— almost in a rejection response to “artistic”
images — are images in which the emotive and expressive intent are extremely diluted,
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like those that come from product catalogues, or images that attempt a straightforward
communication of reality, like those from media reportage and illustrated textbooks.

But otherwise | do not make any distinction between different kinds of images. In this
context there is no such thing as taste for me. It’s not interesting to use only images
with which | identify. Something that has been consciously chosen will never transcend
the conditions imposed on it by that decision.

Kim: In projects such as the Scrapbooks, the Retina (1990-94) series and LONDON/
HONCON 1980 (1986), you made works by pasting together diverse materials. Do you
think what you do can be called collage? If not, how does it differ from collage?

Ohtake: My impression of the word “collage” is that it is unconditionally predicated

on “constructing the picture plane.” In that sense, if you want to think of “collage” as
gluing together one material with another, then certainly the Scrapbooks and LONDON/
HONCON 1980 can be considered as such, although personally | feel that “pasted
pictures” is a better way to describe it.

With the ZYAPANORAMA series, which | began in 1995, | tried to memorize the
“atmosphere” of Japan’s built-up “landscape,” and then, while eliminating my own
feelings and intentions, transfer/paste that “landscape” onto paper in cutout pieces. |
can’t say in a strict sense that it was collage, but | myself have a strong understanding
of this process as relating to “collage” or “pasted pictures.”
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Then, aside from the early works in the project, for the Retina series | worked exclusively
with photographs and resin, without pasting together any other materials, but in terms
of “visual layering” | felt it was close to “collage.”

Kim: Taking a leave of absence immediately following your admission into Musashino
Art University, in 1974 you worked at a farm in Hokkaido. Then in 1977-78 you lived

in London on your own, without any institutional support. From my knowledge, it was
during your stay in London that you “rediscovered” the practice of scrapping, which you
liked to do as a child. How did the experience of throwing yourself into an unfamiliar
place influence you and your practice?

Ohtake: At the time | was going through a period when, more so than the technical
aspects of painting pictures or making things, | was convinced that “all my experiences
as a person” formed the core of my practice. | felt that “to throw myself into some
unfamiliar place — no matter where — and live there on a minimal budget for at least one
year” was a necessary condition for me to be an artist. | felt that rather than through its
technical aspects, art relates more powerfully to people through its “vitality.”

Kim: In the series BLDG (1980- ), the titles of the works evoke urban landscapes.
However, these do not represent or describe any particular city. Does this series reflect
the fragments of your memories about cities?

Ohtake: | was born in Tokyo in 1955. The Tokyo that remains in all kinds of memories
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from my youth precedes the 1964 Tokyo Olympics and the intensive construction of
skyscrapers. At that time, around the city you could find many examples of terracotta
architecture

and five-or-six-story mortar buildings blending Japanese and Western principles — what
might be called “Show architecture” > — and | was deeply inspired by the way they looked.

What reawakened the forgotten memories of those buildings was the sight of the

urban neighborhoods that | stumbled across when | visited Hong Kong in the late 1970s,
and that provided the impetus for working with buildings as a visual motif. So the main
inspirations for the BLDG series are the “Tokyo of memory” and the “international,
anarchic urban clamor and chaos” that | viscerally experienced in Hong Kong.

Kim: | understand that ZYAPANORAMA was commissioned as a monthly series to be

run in a literary magazine. As described by Tsuyoshi Matsuoka, a curator at the Hiroshima
City Museum of Contemporary Art, “ZYAPANORAMA gather[s] ratty and chintzy scenes
that can be found anywhere in Japan, recreating [the] Japanese landscape.” How did

you find the images that you used in the series and what was the process of building
them up into compositions?

Ohtake: The places that | chose to work with each month were neglected, regional areas,
as well as those that were far removed from the consciousness of art, and it didn’t matter
where they were as long as they were in Japan.
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From the start | was not interested in “scenic” tourist spots, so there was an ad-hoc and
unpredictable element in what would end up as an image in the works. In any case |
relied on curiosity: walking through the streets, if | sensed something suspicious | would
track it down, no matter how out of the way it might be. Often what | was responding to
as “landscape” where the symbols in the local billboards and public notices. | remember
that from city to city there was a considerable difference in the number of elements
that | wanted to include in the works.

In this way each work in ZYAPANORAMA reflects a specific place. But for example with
the group of works Shinjuku/Honolulu, which developed from ZYAPANORAMA, | was
experimenting to see what kind of landscape would result from combining elements
from different locations onto the same picture plane. When | first visited Honolulu in the
early 1990s | had a strong impression from atmosphere of the city and the architecture
of its buildings of the “Showa Tokyo” from around 1965, and this was also something to
which | responded.

Kim: In the ZYAPANORAMA series, the cities are often depicted in poster color or
colored pencil without significant depth. In addition, the colors used in this series seem
to be divorced from the stereotypical palette of Japanese cities. Compared to the
density of materials in the Scrapbooks and the Retina series, you take a comparably flat
and two-dimensional approach in ZYAPANORAMA. Is there any reason that you chose
such an approach to color and materiality for this project?
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Ohtake: As indicated by my response to the question regarding collage, | actually see a
strong connection between ZYAPANORAMA and the materiality of the Scrapbooks and
the Retina series that goes deeper than impressions of “style” based on conditions like
“abstraction/figuration” and “palette.”Where the style is flat, in most cases this is not
something | consciously planned; simply, the image that gave me the creative impulse
happened to be flat. But the process of collecting images, cutting them out and pasting
them into a composition remains the same for all the works.

With ZYAPANORAMA, even in the case of neglected sites or those that were considered
ugly, | was focused on “cutting out” those parts that strongly conveyed a sense of “Japan”
while doing the utmost to position myself as a kind of “conversion device” that would
simply transpose those images to the paper. Erasing style and character, | approached
the composition of these collected landscapes as a kind of manual labor. Rather than
creative intent, what | was ultimately interested in was a creativity that could approach
labor. This also relates to my use of poster color, which was simply because | wanted to
use something that was “un-artistic,” something cheap and flat that would dry quickly,
without the “gravity” of typical artistic media.

Kim: You collect and use “objects in use or those that are used and abandoned.” ®
Contemporary artists who use readymade objects tend to emphasize the “concept”
of the objects. Yet, you respond to the “impulse,” “intuition,” or “emotions” involved
in painting a work. In the process of collecting, cutting up, and reconfiguring existing
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materials, is the stimulation of association through emotion the major factor in making
your works?

Ohtake: In contemporary art there is a tendency to establish in polar opposition

to “concept” factors like “impulse,” “intuition” and “emotion,” which are relatively
unappreciated because of their ambiguity and uncertainty. Whether it’s selecting the
pictorial theme in the ZYAPANORAMA series or collecting the visual materials for the
Scrapbooks, at the early stages of the creative process, for me there is almost no
application of “concept” — which is to say, trying to match the artistic process to a
premeditated concept can often bring about a negative result; instead, | use as my
guideline impulsive feelings that arise in response to signals from the material.

In doing so, gradually a kind of reverse engineering of a “concept” emerges, but when
that also leads to “creative intent,” it can be come easy for the work to get stalled if
things don’t go right. As for “the stimulation of association through emotion,” at the
earliest stages of production it is extremely important.

Kim: You often use objects that you have picked up from the street. Since when were
you interested in these objects? Is there a particular reason that you re-use or recycle
materials? Your works are also influenced by the printed matter, junk, and signboards
that circulate on the street. What do you think is the reason for this?
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Ohtake: Since childhood I've always been interested in the street. One of my strongest
early memories comes from the disposal area of the plastic factory near the house
where | lived from the ages of two to eight | saw fluorescent-colored plastic there for
the first time, and began to collect fragments of the plastic.

But | have no interest in making works in the sense of “recycling.” If | start out with

a prior intent then there is no creative impulse. The things that are thrown out on
the street uniformly manifest the “neglect of others,” but it is exactly this “inability to
maintain interest,” or “existing in a state of neglect,” that interests me. Quite simply, |
instinctually “like” such things.

Kim: One of your early works, Mr. Peanuts (1978-81), features the logo of an American
peanut company rendered in enamel paint. In its use of familiar images the work seems
to be inspired by Pop Art. Do you consider this work to be influenced by Pop Art?

Ohtake: When | made Mr. Peanuts, | was working on a different painting that just
wouldn’t go right. Frustrated, | impulsively flipped the canvas upside down, took off the
T-shirt | happened to be wearing and stuck it onto the wall, and then made a painting of
the design of the shirt, which happened to be the “Mr. Peanut” character. Rather than
selecting it as a Pop icon, the use of the “Mr. Peanut” image in the painting came about
through an entirely chance process.
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When | was 16 my older brother was employed at a TV company in Tokyo, and it was in
a book of Western art that he brought home from work that | first learned of Pop Art.
Releasing me from the presumption | had to that point that the only appropriate themes
for painting were “still life,” “portrait” and “landscape,” encountering Pop Art in that
book was the first time | was able to feel reality in art. In that sense, the influence of
Pop Art was expressed not in choosing the “Mr. Peanut” image so much as it was in the
recognition through Pop Art that the everyday could be a subject in painting.

So | would say that what connects me to an artist like Andy Warhol, and, before him,
Marcel Duchamp, and where | have been most influenced by such artists, is in the way
they dealt with the relationship between “work” and “creative intent,” rather than any
specific work itself. Whatever their position toward “creative intent,” and regardless of
the degree to which they conceptualized their practices, where | most strongly feel their
genius is in the way they could turn “products” made by someone else into “artworks”
that could stand up to rigorous scrutiny over time. It’s not that Warhol turned Elvis
Presley or Mao Zedong into art, but rather that he turned an image of Elvis or Mao made
by someone else into art.

Kim: While still in university, you formed the noise band JUKE/19, with which you
released four LP records and an EP. In your installations such as Dub-Hei & New Chanel
and the work you made for dOCUMENTA 13 in Kassel, Mon cheri: A Self-Portrait as a
Scrapped Shed, music or sound is an important constitutive element. The musician
Sakamoto Ryuichi, with whom you have a longstanding collaborative relationship, has
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said, “There are many artists who like music, but there is no artist who is [as] desperate
for music [as]Ohtake.” Is there a difference for you between working with music and
working with sound?

Ohtake: It's not music, it’s all sound. When | make a work, | don’t envision the sound
in advance. If “sound” comes up during the process of making the work, then | start
thinking about the relations between “sound” and the “work.”

In that sense, as with the Scrapbooks, the core of these works is also about collecting.
From the lighting equipment to the electric guitars that | found or was given, and the
old copy machines and motors that were used to activate the guitars, the starting idea
with Dub-Hei & New Chanel was to see what kind of sounds could be produced from
creating this stage for an automated rock band comprised of “collected sounds.”

Also, including the use of sound, what connects works like Dub-Hei and Mon-Cheri is
that they are both conceived as “self-portraits” built up from songs and sounds in my
memories — with Dub-Hei, it’s the sound of the early Laser Disc Karaoke technology;
with Mon-Cheri, it’s the old Japanese Pop music from my youth as well as the sounds of
the street, with which | have been working from the start of JUKE/19.

Kim: Regarding a work associated with a particular place, /9%, the architectural
commission you made for the island of Naoshima, is a functioning public bath used by
locals and visitors. There is a text in which you stated, “The relationship between a work
and people who live in the place where the work is exhibited is an important element of
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the work itself. The kind of relationship that is established as time passes is the most
thrilling and even intimidating.”® What is the difference between works that are removed
after an exhibition and works that remain on site?

Ohtake: It depends on how you consider the relation to one’s awareness of lived time
and “time” itself. Based on the recognition that “everything passes,” there is no essential
difference in the work itself. However, in the case of a public work like the bathhouse,

in which relations with people accumulate over a long span, a major difference is that in
transcending the intentionality of the artist, the work produces a new relationality with
the everyday lives of the people.

Kim: In Mon-Cheri: A Self-Portrait as a Scrapped Shed, the steam rising from the house
structure, and the boats hanging from the trees, evoke sights from the Great East Japan
Earthquake and Tsunami of March 11, 2011. How did your personal situation influence
the making of an artwork that was installed in Kassel?

Ohtake: That the invitation to participate in dAOCUMENTA 13 arrived almost at the same
time that the earthquake struck was ultimately a major influence on the work. Directly
following the earthquake | of course went through a long period of uncertainty, and |
was concentrating on how to respond to that condition in my everyday life. | am still
quite skeptical of the idea of turning a work into a concrete statement on the effects
of the disaster, but while | was making the work in Kassel | was trying to find a way to
honestly express those effects at the level of my own everyday experience.
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Kim: You contribute an ongoing” dream journal” to the Japanese online magazine ART-
iT® and dreamy and fantastical elements characterize your Scrapbook series. The titles
of your exhibitions and works, such as “Zen-Kei,” ZYAPANORAMA, Existing Panorama,
Japanese Advertisement Panorama, and Settled Panorama, display a fascination with
the idea of the panoramic view. The neon work that you have made for this exhibition at
Artsonje Center also relates to the panorama of Seoul. Is there a particular reason that
you are drawn to the night of Seoul rather than the day?

Ohtake: It’s not that | am only attracted to Seoul at night — | have an equal interest in
the daytime Seoul — although certainly | have always been interested in the nightscape,
and especially the landscape illuminated by the lights of the city’s inhabitants: not only
in Seoul, but anywhere.

When | first visited Seoul at the start of the 1990s, | was struck by a fierce nostalgia
as | walked through the city lit up by neon lights at night. | remember that it was like a
resurrection of the sight of the Tokyo from my youth. | am always stimulated by neon
light as well as the sound that emits along with the light from the neon tubing.

| respond to the time accumulated in things that have been thrown away.

On the street you can find not only objects but also light and sound.

For the new work with neon lights, Found Lightscape / New Seoul, | used the used
neon lights found in Seoul to express the idea of “abandoned light,” and then added
to this recordings | made of the sound of dying neon lights that | happened to find at
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a Karaoke parlor in Uwajima. | wanted to see what would happen when the sound
collected in Japan and the neon lights collected in Seoul got mixed together. As with
the relationship between day and night, totally different worlds can emerge from
ordinary daily cycles, or one can have an extraordinary experience in the recognition
of the ordinary, and this is what | was thinking about while making the work.

Kim: For one of your representative works, Uwajima Station (1997), you used
discarded neon signage that had actually been used at the local train station in
Uwajima, where you have lived since 1988. This neon installation has been shown
several times in other locations, and we initially discussed bringing the work to Seoul
before deciding on producing a new neon piece with local materials. It seems that
neon signs serve as a double- or multi-layered medium for the collapse of images
from one place with the reality another, just as in your Scrapbook series. What are
you looking for when you work with neon signs?

Ohtake: It depends. Most advertising signage tends to incorporate text, which might
convey a specific meaning beyond the context of the new work, so sometimes | flip
the signs around in order to return them to a state of meaningless materiality.

But if | think it’s effective, then there are also cases where | leave the signs as they
are. With neon it’s not the signs that are in good condition but rather those that are
falling apart and noisily blinking on and off that are wonderful. Because | am so often
inspired by those “dying” signs, | have to pay careful attention to the condition of
each one as | work.
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What connects the Scrapbooks and the neon works is that they are both
accumulations of “fragments cut-out from a landscape,” which also extends to
ZYAPANORAMA. But these works are also all connected through time as well. There
is the material time that accumulates in the Scrapbooks and the neon pieces, and
then there is also a kind of immaterial time that | find in the advertising billboards
that provided the inspiration for ZYAPANORAMA.

Research assistant for Japanese documents: Jeongbok Kim
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