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Notes on Two

Works in Akita
Related to Trees
and Forests

Aki Nagasaka

I. Trees: Audition for a Drama still to Happen

In July 2019, I was asked to make new work

for two exhibitions in Akita, Japan. The curator
explained to me that the two exhibitions would
work together: the first one would function as
the prologue and the second one as the main
exhibition, and that Masumi Sugae, a traveler,
naturalist, and herbalist who lived in the late Edo
period, would be a key figure in the exhibitions.

I visited Akita for the first time in August and
spent some days there visiting various places. I also
visited Akita Prefectural Museum and saw many
documents Sugae left. A few weeks passed after
my visit to Akita, I noticed that tree drawings in
Sugae’s illustration books were staying in my mind.
There were many other great drawings he made,
but his tree drawings felt most lively to me. Also,
since he was an herbalist, I imagined that he had

a close relationship with and knowledge about
plants. Thus, I decided to choose his tree drawings

as my subject for the first exhibition.
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Masumi Sugae (1754 - 1829)

A travel writer and naturalist, who lived in the late
Edo period. After studying herbalism, medicine,
Chinese classics and etc., Sugae left his hometown,
Mikawa (the eastern part of Aichi Prefecture in
the present time), at the age of 30 and travelled
around the Tohoku region and the Hokkaido
island. He re-visited Akita at the age of 48 and
stayed there for 29 years until he died. During
those years, he documented many different things
in Akita, including people’s life, folk traditions,
history, geography, literature, and archaeology,
using texts and drawings in his diaries, essays, and

topography books."

An Illustration Book Made by Sugae

Sugae kept making illustration books throughout
his life. He often used plant leaves for the cover
motifs and transferred the patterns onto washi-paper.
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Tree Drawings Made by Sugae

Although he is better known for his drawings

of folk traditions and geological formations in

the Tohoku region, Sugae also made many tree
drawings (more than 80 tree drawings are found in
the museum archive database).

Between September and November, the organizer
created an artist-in-residence in Akita for me

and I stayed in the residence. I repeatedly visited
the museum and closely looked at Sugae’s tree
drawings in the museum archive database. I started
thinking about copying his tree drawings, just like
how I used to copy writings in calligraphy lessons.
It was a common practice for people living in the
times Sugae lived to take in information and turn
it to their knowledge by copying documents. Thus,
I thought that, by doing so, I could understand
more about the depicted trees and take in Sugae’s
view towards the trees and other beings in the
world.

Just around then, I found out that different
versions of his illustration books have been made
since the Meiji period. The newly established
Meiji government was eager to strengthen the
nation’s force and wealth and it thought that his
illustration books were useful to know about
natural resources in the region. I also found
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out that while his original drawing images are
accessible on the museum archive database, the
illustration books displayed in the museum and
most of the images circulating on the Internet are
copies. These facts gave me the courage to make
my own version copies of his tree drawings with
a different intention from that of the existing
copies. I decided to closely look at interspecies
relationships existing around the depicted trees.
Also, I wanted to know what has happened to the
trees and environments around them in the span
of 200 years between the times Sugae lived and
the present time, thus, I decided to visit the sites
where he drew the trees as part of my copy
making process.

Flyer and Poster Image for the Exhibition

This is an over 1300-year-old ginkgo tree (Ginkgo
biloba) that Sugae also depicted. Anticipating to
think about the future through copying the tree
drawings made 200 years ago, I titled the first
exhibition as “Trees: Audition for a Drama still

to Happen”.

R . Y c i1 ol }
% e 1./
* % ey A
E o ww.t'ﬁ(
w b S P 5
: g T s
? iy WS

.':"? ? ::,go “'E‘ r.:l C‘;/

f.._' 3 o
(a0 T P
oG =, ~3 -
SEF . ot &
g = & B

B IR AR R

T A LY S I R ) R
B LSRR AR B I o] F 75 (8 2R o

mAR REERIR, BIERE

IR E IR EEFH .

WRIg ML, TR T
T EOR AR R IR K, A

ME. MIBERAEEET T T

AL EWAR LRI

RHTRIK

SR SR A B 3 A 475 8 AR 7K
%, HFFZ KB, H
e, AT400Z 47 JRR B ey R AT
REbSLAERINIRSHE . KIEER
JRHARANET I H o

Nejiko? Tree at Hoshiyama Spring

This is what Masumi wrote about this tree:

Hoshiyama Spring is the biggest and most
beautiful spring among the six springs

existing in the town of Hondo-shiromawari
and it springs in the garden of the samurai
Genzo Hoshiyama’s residence. According to a
tradition, the lord Yoshitaka Satake scooped
water from this spring with his hands and
admired it, thus, people put a stake for the
memorial. It is widely known as a great spring.

Although Hondo-shiromawari is still famous for
spring water, many of the springs had dried up.
But the over 400-year-old, tall nejiko tree was still

standing beside Hoshiyama Spring and water kept
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springing from its base.

In old times, people dug wells, searching for water,
and planted trees around the wells, hoping that
tree roots would suck water in the ground, change
underground water veins, and eventually bring
water to the wells. They also planted trees around
existing springs to protect them. I could not find
out which of the spring or the tree existed first,
but I could see that the two entities are co-existing
in an interdependent relationship. I imagine that
the relationship has also been sustained by people
living around the area, who look after them and
use spring water for their living.

(Illustration # 858, “Tsuki no Dewa, Senboku 11",
1828, a copy of the drawing Sasumi made at the
age of 75)
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I visited the neziko tree at Hoshiyama Spring on

October 14, 2019.
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This is what Masumi wrote about this tree:

Gohonmatsu tree at Mt. Takadera is standing
at the cliff near the slope that one walks up
200-300 meters from Sinmyojin Shrine.

It is a famous pine tree that many people
know about. It is a strange thing to see when
walking in the mountains, just like other
famous gohonmatsu and senbonsugi. Because
it is so rare that I will put a drawing of it.

This tree does not exist anymore. A gohonmatsu
tree is a pine tree that acquired separate stems

as it grew bigger, and it looks like five separated
pine trees although they still share the same root.
Because they are so rare, they have been worshiped
as sacred trees.

In order to live longer and flourish, trees release
scents and use their roots to communicate with
other trees to let each other know when foreign
enemies come to attack them or to protect
themselves from harmful insects. I imagined
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Although the gohonmatsu tree did
not exist anymore, | walked around
and observe the current environment

of the area on November 12, 2019.

that this gohonmatsu tree also had formed a
community to live longer and in better conditions.
But “some kind of force”, which was stronger than
the force this quintuplet pine community had,
was put on it, thus, it disappeared. I keep thinking
about the some kind of the strong force.

(Illustration # 568, “Tsuki no Dewa, Senboku II”,
1828, a copy of the drawing Sasumi made at the
age of 75)
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Exhibition Views
Trees: Audition for a Drama still to Happen

KRR
(BlEACERIK 22 3)

Masumi’s Trees
(seven water-colored and sumi-ink drawings)
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Seeing through His Gaze
(silkscreen printed fabric)
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For a Drama still to Happen
(seven short texts)
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Collective Reading Performance of the Text
“For a Drama still to Happen”
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II. Remaining Here Quietly,
We Think of Our Drifting Forest

While making works for the first exhibition, I

had two realizations. One is that Sugae must have
believed in the Buddhist concept of Z& iz, which is
an idea that all things exist or arise in dependence
upon other things, and saw different beings
including humans and other species and things
exist in connection. The other is that the trees I
went to see never existed independently, but they
always existed interdependently with surrounding
geological entities, other trees, insects and animals,
and people living around them. Thus, it felt natural
for me to shift my focus from individual trees to
collective trees such as forests and communities of
creatures existing there for the second exhibition.

I also wanted to continue thinking about the
fascinating point in Sugae’s life and works, which
is the relationship between the two notions of
migration and rooting,.

Just around then, a local acquaintance told me
about a buried forest that exists near Akita. Until
then, I had never heard about buried forests,

but they are forests that got buried under water,
soil, or ash quickly and remained undecayed.
Apparently, there are many buried forests existing
in Japan because the archipelago has always

had many earthquakes, landslides, and volcanic
eruptions. The buried forest near Akita is called
the Dekishima Coast Last Glacial Period Buried
Forest and it is a part of a vast coniferous forest
that existed in the region about 28000 years ago. I
became very curious about the buried forest, more
specifically about why it got buried and since the
forests existing in the region now are deciduous
forests, what happened to the rest of the coniferous
forest that did not get buried. Somehow feeling
that I could also further explore the relationship
between the two notions of migration and rooting
through this ancient buried forest, I decided to
choose it as my subject for the second exhibition.
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Idea Sketch for the New Work
(January 20, 2020)

Although they have a strong image to root, trees,

forests, and vegetation also migrate to survive

through natural disasters and climate changes. But

they cannot move by themselves, thus, they move

through help from winds, birds, animals, etc..

Through the ancient coniferous forest that once

existed in the Tohoku region and the Taiga forests

existing in the eastern Siberia, I will think about

the notions of migration and rooting beyond

humans. 93
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Initially, I hoped to visit the Taiga forests in the
eastern Siberia as part of my research because
those forests are similar to the forest that existed
in the Tohoku region during the last glacial

period in terms of their tree species and probably
other creatures living in the forests. However, the
COVID-19 situation worsened all over the world
and I had to change my plan. I decided to proceed

my research in the Tohoku region and chose to visit

three locations: the Dekishima Coast Last Glacial
Period Buried Forest in Aomori, Mt. Moriyoshi in
Akita, and Mt. Hayachine in Iwate.

The Dekishima Coast Last Glacial
Period Buried Forest

I visited the site on March 9,19, August 12 and
13, 2020. The buried tree trunks, which are at
least 28000 years old, looked fresh as if they

were still living. The main buried tree species are
aka-ezomatsu, also called Sakhalin Spruce (Picea
glebnii), and guimatsu, also called Dahurian Larch
(Larix gmelinii). They exist in the stratum of a

hill by the sea and their appearances constantly
changes, being washed by the sea waves.

The geologist who has been researching the buried
forest more than 20 years gave me a tour. He

told me that it is one of the biggest buried forests
existing in the world. It became visible in around
1960 because a man-made dam was built upstream
of a river and the river did not carry as much
sediments to the sea as it used to. Nonetheless, the
sea waves kept eroding the coast at the same speed.
One day the buried forest appeared on the side of
the hill. It has been visible for more than 60 years,
but no one really knows how much longer it would
stay visible.
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Mt. Moriyoshi

I visited the site on August 6 and 7, 2020.
One of the oldest, untouched buna, also called

Japanese beech (Fagus crenata) , forest exists at Mt.

Moriyoshi. When the last glacial period ended
and the temperature got warmer, a large volume
of sea water came into the Japan sea and brought
lots of rain, snow, and humidity in the region.
Liking those conditions, buna trees, which existed
in more southern regions of Japan, migrated and
created forests in the Tohoku region. When I ask
local people which trees they think most familiar
or local to the region, many people chose buna.
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Mt. Hayachine

I visited the site on August 16, 2020 to see the
only spot, where aka-ezomatsu trees exist, in the
mainland of Japan. When the temperature got
warmer after the last glacial period, the Tohoku
region became too warm and humid for them to
keep living. Thus, they migrated to higher altitude
mountains such as Mt. Hayachine, as well as to
the Hokkaido island and the Sakhalin island. For
a long time, it was thought that the ones that
climbed up the mountains had perished and there
was no more aka-ezomatsu living in the main
island of Japan. However, in 1960 a group of aka-
ezomatsu was found at a valley called Ione Valley,
at Mt. Hayachine. Because of the rock formation
of the mountain, landslides often occur at the
valley, and it is a harsh environment for plants to
root. This tiny gap environment has given aka-
ezomatsu an only place to live in the island. But,
if too many landslides occur in too short period of
time, they might perish, too.
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Exhibition Views

Remaining Here Quietly,

We Think of Our Drifting Forest
(three video projection with English and
Japanese storytelling)
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2 Nejiko is a dialect of nezuko and the tree is also called kurobe,
Japanese thuja (7Thuja standishii).
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4 Senbonsugi refers to both a large sugi tree (Cryptomeria
japonica) that has many (sen literally means one thousand) stems
or many sugi trees that have adhered and merged into one large
tree.
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