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space of earth where we are born and live and die as organ-
isms within the biogeochemical cycle of our planet. But there
is also the world of signs and symbols, of culture and history,
a semiotic world where we engage with each other through
language, and where we think and create ideas. This second
world, which can accompany or resist the processes of the
physical world, forms an environment that is unique to us hu-
man beings. All of us, you and me included, always live in both
of these worlds simultaneously, and | believe that art is a way
of creating links between them.

Modern art, which emerged in Europe following the Re-
naissance to spread around the globe together with capital-
ism, made a categorical distinction between both worlds: the
first world became the dimension of materials and objects,
the second that of images and subjects. It labelled the former
‘nature’ and the latter ‘culture’ and formed a framework for
artistic expression. Beauty, such as the Montagne Sainte-Vic-
toire rising in the distance or sunflowers glowing in the eve-
ning sun or water lilies floating in a pond, was something to be
perceived and interpreted by the artist through their senses
and mind and then revived within the world of images in co-
lours and lines made with pigment paints and canvas. Nature,
reduced to object and material, was first separated from cul-
ture, and then — through the creation of the artwork — brought
together again.

By pushing this experiment further, contemporary art was
able to overcome the separation of nature and culture that
limited modern art. Nature and culture are no longer cat-
egorically estranged, and artists today evaluate earth (na-
ture) as more than a material space. They are able to sense
the complexities of nature and culture (and their many en-
tanglements) and include in their thinking the myriad other
beings with whom we live on planet earth. Contemporary art-
ists, in contrast to those of the modern era, are not content with
treating nature (the first world) as a storehouse from which
to pick materials and aesthetic objects. Instead, their interest
lies in understanding the reality that unfolds around them and
capturing its true state, including the intricate connections and
coexistences between the first and the second world. To that
end, they have themselves started to conduct research and

to seek out knowledge from various experts such as ethnog-
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emergence of research-based art, a new field that continues
to produce highly interesting works.

[tis also the field of Aki Nagasaka, a remarkable contempo-
rary artist. For her unique bookbinding project Ethno-Reme-
dies: Bedtime Stories <= A Life’s Manual, she spent time with
numerous people whose work involves the soil, plants, trees
and bees. She learned about their ways of life, their sensibil-
ities, their knowledge and their relationships, and used her
findings to weave various stories. All the people she met are
deeply rooted in the local region, have gathered local wisdom
and woven connections with various species. Or, in Nagasa-
ka’s words, “people who live in unity with their world, who do
not separate themselves from the environment they inhabit or
the language they use.”

At the end of her book, Nagasaka includes various uses of
citronella and lime, something she herself learned during a
visit to Burkina Faso. In doing so, she highlights the potential
of bringing together local wisdoms from different places. The
knowledge that Nagasaka acquired in Nara and various oth-
er places is a practical wisdom that attempts to comprehend
the first world (which is inseparable from the biogeochemical
cycles of planet earth) and the second world (constructed by
humans using language and symbols) as a single whole rath-
er than in separation. Throughout the project, Nagasaka went
beyond mere research; she herself mediated between the two
worlds and tried to heal and repair the estrangement intro-
duced during the modern age. She decided to summarise her
practice with the term ethno-remedies. Interestingly, these old
and new ethno-remedies exert their medicinal effects not only
in the symbolic dimension of language and images but also in
aliteral sense as part of the physical, spatial world.

Nagasaka exhibited the outcome of her Ethno-Remedies
project at Miroku Nara, a renovated historical building near
Sarusawa Pond in Nara that functions as a hotel with an at-
tached cafe. Copies of the book, the project’s main artwork,
were placed in front of the cafe’s large glass windows over-
looking the garden; several pages decorated the walls of the
seating area; windows were painted with illustrations relat-
ed to the book; and several drawings and nectar-producing
plants formed an installation near the entrance. Aki Nagasaka

and her collaborator, the graphic designer Ryoko Nagaoka,
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raphers. This led, in the latter half of the 20th century, to the
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conceptualised Ethno-Remedies: Bedtime Stories <= A Life’s

Manual with a day-night cycle in mind. With the cafe being
open until 11pm, the reader/audience visiting the exhibition at
Miroku Nara could browse the book for stories to read before
going to bed or study its practical knowledge in the light of the
morning sun to find new pointers for their lives.

Reading the book is an act of expanding the senses; we
begin to hear the voiceless call of earth, the leaves rustling in
the wind, the hum of bees whizzing through the air. Nagao-
ka’s stunning book design incorporates a wealth of regional
natural materials, with inks made from sumi and smoked plum
found in Nara, kakishibu dye made in Kyoto, safflower from
Yamagata and indigo from India. The case that houses the
book’s pages is made from dead wood collected in Kasugaya-
ma Primeval Forest (which can be seen from the exhibition
site) and coated in beeswax made in Nara. The reader/audi-
ence is asked to take the book from its case, unfold its linen
cloth (dyed with amur cork tree bark extract), and slowly read
through its handmade mulberry paper pages. With each new
page, there is a strange, tingling sensation, almost as if we are
rediscovering forgotten therapeutic mechanisms somewhere
deep within our bodies.

Earth’s biogeochemical cycle is present in Nagasaka’s
book not only symbolically in the form of text and images of
soil, plants and bees, but also in a more literal sense as actu-
al practice. There are two pages (one about plants native to
Nara, the other about bee-pollinated plants) whose paper
contains notable bumps. They are lined with seeds of the de-
picted plants’, and the reader is asked to tear off the respec-
tive parts, take them home, soak them in water and, eventual-
ly, plant the sprouting buds into the soil. In this way, the book
links the first and second worlds with each other and places
the reader/audience as an active part of the global ecosystem,
not unlike bees that carry pollen across long distances or ani-
mals spreading seeds by eating, digesting and defecating fruit.

Or, to put it another way, when we take the seeds woven

into the pages and plant them into the earth, we become like

1 The page “Vegetables native to Nara” contains seeds of green
soybeans, white sesame, yamato touki, yamato mana and yamato chili
from Tsugemura in Nara; the page “Nectar-producing plants attractive to
honeybees” contains seeds of amur cork trees, cherry trees, longstalk
holly, Japanese alder, linden trees and yuzu trees.
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birds or bees as we take into our care aform of life incapable of

moving of its own accord and return it to earth’s biogeochem-
ical cycle. Reading Nagasaka’s book represents a bold step
from the cerebral act of decoding printed texts and images
and interpreting their meaning towards engaging natural phe-
nomena and nurturing life, not unlike farmers or arborists, and
thereby actively renewing the ecosystem of our planet. When
bees, for example, are enticed by the smell and the beauty of
a flower and suck its sweet nectar, they become pollinators
and - without being aware of it — take part in processes that
renew the history of coevolution between plants and animals
as well as the coorganisational relationship between living be-
ings and planet earth.

As part of her Ethno-Remedies project, Aki Nagasaka also
visited the Yoshioka Apiary in Nara, where she learned that
the bees spend spring in Mt. lkoma in Nara and, once the hot
humid summer comes around, travel north to Hokkaido to
collect honey from the local plants there. This is an econom-
ical practice aimed to maximise the production of honey in
accordance with bees’ instinctual habits. Once transported to
Hokkaido by truck, the bees begin to freely collect honey from
any plants they can find, just as they did weeks earlier in the
mountains of Nara. In her own way, Aki Nagasaka collected
wisdom from people intimately familiar with their local region
or profession in a similar way to the bees. Further, through her
collaboration with Ryoko Nagaoka, who helped create the
book, and the participants of the Chisou project at the Nara
Prefectural University, each possessing individual interests,
Nagasaka became a mediator between multiple worlds and
added new layers to life’s many dimensions. Her project holds
the seeds for a new artistic practice in which artists act as pol-
linators and points us towards the wisdom of new ecological

approaches.
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Toshiaki Ishikura

Anthropologist / Associate Professor at Akita University of Art

Bornin 1974 in Tokyo and based in Akita, Toshiaki Ishikura conducts art-
anthropological research on comparative mythology of the Pan-Pacific
region and images related to non-human species. He also collaborates
with artists for projects such as Cosmo-Eggs, an exhibition at the Japan
Pavilion at the 58th Venice Biennale International Exhibition. His co-
authored publications include Journeys into the wild: 12 trips to the
source of the archipelago’s myths (Tankosha Publishing) and Lexicon:
Contemporary Anthropology. (Ibunsha Publishing).
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