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museum of contemporary art,
Kanazawa Foto: Sunhi Mang 2.
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One of the signature elements of Chiharu Shiota’s
magnificent installations is the indiscriminately
occupying black yarn woven across and along the
space. Surrounding objects in a rather defensive way,
the tautly woven interior works in marking, as the
artist says, ‘territories’, or as self-confident
declarations of accepting and redefining the space.
For 'During Sleep’, which was staged several times in
different settings between 2000 and 2008, Shiota
centred beds in the midst of her webbed space, which
she thinks of as a place where both birth and death
take place. Sleep, as a state of being alive and dead at
the same time, is indeed linked to both life and death
because it accompanies temporal absence of
consciousness and thus disconnection from the world.
As we awake, death dies and life is brought back to
life. While 'During Sleep" was on display at the Haus
der Kulturen der Welt in 2000, Shiota slept in one of
the beds at appointed times, and left with no trace or
memory of her presence. When she was gone, the bed
was left with traces of her transient stay implying a
presence in the past, yet currently absent.

Her interest in the ‘state of being’, also the title of one
of her works, has been reflected in many other works
of hers, and sometimes has been achieved by putting
objects together that are likely to have functioned in
one’s life and memory, such as a piano, hospital beds
and sewing machines. An individual's experience and
memory contained in the object engages itself with
the way that Shiota articulates the work by
‘tfaxidermising’ them into the woven space. \When she
was young, Shiota experienced a fire in her
neighbourhood, and she recalls her fascination with a
burned piano found in the remains as an audial and
olfactory experience as well as a visually striking
scene. In her work ‘In Silence’ (2008), a burned piano
and chairs were arrayed in a setting of a recital where
the solemn music of silence was being played. The
dense net of black yarn entwined up and around the
piano and the audience as if representing flames
rising, intensifying the traumatic experience of loss

—

and its peculiar pleasure.

A sense of existence is achieved when absence is
stressed. During our conversation, Shiota repeatedly
used the word ‘existence” as she did ‘memory’ or
‘absence’. She said “through the process of making
my works | feel the existence of people that | have
never met before.” For ‘Trace of Life’ (2008) Shiota
collected and displayed shoes on the exterior of a
building in Berlin using red thread, which vertically
linked a spot on the top to each shoe. All the shoes
shared one starting point, a bar sticking outside a
window of a flat in the upper floors the building, but
proceeded in their own direction as they faced the
ground. In this way Shiota recalled all the previous
residents who had ever lived in and walked away
from the flat where the shoes were hanging from.
Memory and experience are so central in her oeuvre,
on the premise of the recognition that one can never
erase or run away from what he has been and where
he has belonged to. Shiota collected a number of
suitcases and incorporated them into her works
including "Where We Come and What We Are’
(2008). On a side of the work was a pile of suitcases
stacked like a mountain; on the other side facing the
stacks was a frame of a house, a place to stay,
constructed from suitcases, in other words, a symbol
of leaving. In a suitcase in the house, there were a
telephone and a drawing of two people connected by
a red thread. After all, leaving is building a house of
memory in one’s own heart and lingering thereafter.
In her recent work "Where Are We Going?" (2012)
Shiota fixed two wooden boats and let water
constantly fall upon and around them. These boats
were too old and had many traces of the past, but
the cracks and holes in them allowed the boats to
stand by letting the water pass through them. We do
not know where we are going in our boundless
expanse of life, but with the traces of our past and
memory deeply inscribed in us, we can stand on it
and go as we are.
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