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Echoing to the Deeper and
Farther Places than the Forest

An Essay on Aki Nagasaka: Living with Otherness
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BB (X L) #5E(CBR1&  Untitled (Mem), video on clay
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I (A B1U) MUK IZBRME ~ Untitled (Burning Mountain), video on volcanic ash
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——May the mems continue to spring for many years to come.
And may the deep currents continue to flow around Earth for many millenniums to come.

(from “Dreams in the Winter Forest” by Aki Nagasaka)

The pekampe (things that are above water, meaning water chestnut in the Ainu language) was in full
bloom, completely covering the surface of the swamp with its triangular-shaped leaves. Stopping at the
bridge, I could see the ecotone of this horseshoe-shaped swamp, which extended almost to the horizon
and undulated greatly, leading from the swamp to the marsh and then to the land. Beyond the trees, I
could see the Glass Pyramid, a triangular structure made of glass, soaring toward the clear sky.

It was summer in Moerenuma Park.

Aki Nagasaka’s solo exhibition, Aki Nagasaka: Living with Otherness, was held at the Glass Pyramid
during the summer of 2024. Nagasaka is an artist who has been conducting residencies and research in
various places in Hokkaido since the late 2010s, including Sapporo, Shari, Akkeshi, and Tomakomai. This
exhibition featured an installation themed around the “Ecologies of Hokkaido”, which she had been re-
searching since 2020. It consisted of videos, sounds, narrations, and various natural objects she had found,
which were scattered throughout the floor.

Nagasaka explained the background and motivation for her stay in Hokkaido in the exhibition’s gallery
talk with the guest speaker and curator, Hiroyuki Hattori®”. Returning to Japan after a long stay abroad
that began at the end of the 1990s, Nagasaka stayed at the Sapporo Tenjinyama Art Studio in Sapporo, for
about a month in 2016, without any specific purpose in mind. Through her daily life during the stay, she
found Hokkaido to be the most “home-like and comfortable” place in Japan for her and came back to
Hokkaido in 2018 to create works. In the same year, she presented To the Kamuy-Wakka, To the Spring of
Eukaryotes®. Since then, Nagasaka’s fieldwork in Hokkaido has grown in depth. Although I did not meet
her in person during her stay in 2018, I served as a modest advisor for her field research as a nature guide.
Since 2022, I have also accompanied Nagasaka on several forest walks in Tomakomai and other places.
Based on these experiences, I would like to talk about the work in the exhibition in this essay.

At the entrance of the exhibition hall, printed texts written by the artist were distributed. Taking
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the handout, I proceeded down a passageway to a large hall. In the dark space, I could see square, gray-
ish-white polyurethane foam blocks and cylindrical water tanks placed apart. On the block in front of
me, entitled Dreams in the Winter Forest,a woman was sitting with her back straight. A cubic white speaker,
approximately 20 cm square, was suspended above her head. Similar sets of the block and speaker were
placed in four locations in the hall.

I sat down on another block, entitled Walking in the Rainy Forest, for the time being. The overhead
speaker was directional and playing Nagasaka’s narration. The volume was low, and it required delicate
attention to hear the narration. The content seemed to be the same as the printed text I had just picked
up and I thought for a moment whether I should follow the words with my eyes, but it was difficult to
do so in the dark. Instead, I looked at the video, Untitled (Oak Tree), projected on the floor in front of me.
It showed footage of a forest, which was probably taken by the artist while walking in the forest. As I was
trying hard to listen to the narration, a dry, indescribable, inorganic sound—as if something was crack-

ing—came from a different direction on the ceiling and interrupted my ears.

M| (I X+ 7)) ML IZMIK  Untitled (Oak Tree), video on clay

The sound stopped immediately, but this caused me to give up on trying to grasp the narration and
move to the direction of the sound. On the way, there was a video, Untitled (Mem)™. A clear acrylic cyl-
inder filled with water was placed on the floor and a round-cropped underwater video was projected to
match the bottom of the cylinder. A river fish, maybe a char or a Japanese dace, appeared for a moment
out of the constantly bubbling spring water, snifted at me, and quickly disappeared.

At the right side of the exhibition hall from the entrance, there was a ceiling speaker, where the mys-
terious sound I mentioned earlier came from, and a video, Untitled (Red Spruce Tree), was projected on the
floor near it. A number of slightly distorted cuboid clay blocks were arranged to form a rectangle, and a
video of a forest was projected onto them.The footage was shot from the air by drone, mainly capturing
the red spruce tree, an endemic tree species of Hokkaido, and surrounding trees with lush green foliage.
The camera slowly followed the trunk of the red spruce tree up to the top and went beyond the canopy
of the tree to show its branches from a true bird’s eye view. The red spruce trees naturally grow in a clus-
ter, but the forest where the video was shot seemed to be dominated by broadleaf trees.

I was a bit bewildered at first by the difficulty of grasping the narrations, thinking that it was a different

experience from walking in the forest, but I gradually calmed down as I walked around the exhibition



hall for a bit and felt like I was observing the forest and the river through each video. After listening to
the narration, Fog, Volcano, and the Red Spruce Tree, and sitting down again on the blocks scattered around
the floor, I arrived at the narration, Burning Mountain, and the video, Untitled (Burning Mountain), placed at
the far end of the hall. The video was also projected on the floor, but this time they were exactly shaped
to fit on the whitish volcanic ash laid out in a triangle. The paired narration told of the eruption of the
Burning Mountain 357 years ago. The artist said that this eruption cleared the forest, and that new seeds

were carried into the bare land, and that over the next 300 years, it became the forest that we see today.

I (A BIU) KILIRICBRE  Untitled (Burning Mountain), video on volcanic ash

In recent years, Nagasaka has repeatedly stayed at the Tomakomai Experimental Forest, Hokkaido Uni-
versity, as an ethnographer. It is known that the site is located on the land covered by the volcanic ash that
came from the eruption of Mount Tarumae. This narrative talks about the history of the large eruption of
Mount Tarumae in 1667, which straddles the Tomakomai and Chitose areas, and the volcanic ash disaster
that affected the Kushiro Marshlands and the Tokachi Plain.

Although it was not mentioned in the work, the eruption impoverished people’s lives, leading to in-
creased social unrest and intensified ethnic conflicts. As a result, the largest ethnic clash in Japan’s early
modern history happened™. Based on the narrative of Burning Mountain, the “forest” that repeatedly
appears in the work refers directly to the mixed-species forest of broadleaf trees and conifers that have
regenerated since the eruption. It was established on the border between the cool temperate zone and the
subarctic zone, and it is called the Northern mixed forest. Certainly, this forest is an appropriate, concrete
example of the “Ecologies of Hokkaido” that the artist has taken as her subject.

On the right side of the Burning Mountain, there is usually a staircase leading to the upper floor, but at
the time, the staircase was intentionally closed. There was a directional speaker placed in the middle of the
staircase, providing a place to listen to the narrative, the Oak Tiee and Voices in the Wind. 1 sat down on the
stairs and listened carefully. However, interrupting the narration, the indescribable, foreign sound echoed
again. Looking over the entire hall from the stairs, I could see the circle, square, and triangle shapes, dot-

ting the large, dark space.

Later, when I asked Nagasaka about the identity of the mysterious sound that was repeatedly played in

the exhibition hall, she told me that it was a sound created in collaboration with the sound artist Luisa



Puterman. The artist invited Puterman to the Tomakomai Experimental Forest, and they walked through
the forest together. She said that the sound was created, based on the delicate crushing of Japanese big-leaf
magnolia leaves that had fallen in the forest.

In a review of the exhibition®, the curator Kazumi Miyai, mentioned that the artist used an entity of
“archaea”, which appeared in one of the narratives in the work, to imply her thoughts on “Otherness”,
the main theme of the exhibition. Archaea are primitive organisms that have established an interdepen-
dent symbiotic relationship with (ancestors of) mitochondria, which are foreign to them, by incorpo-
rating them into their own bodies. This relationship, Nagasaka said, is deeply related to the evolution of
all organisms—the connection of all life—including humans. She wrote the five texts that incorporated
scientific thinking based on various academic findings, including the theory of evolution, narrated them
and used them in this exhibition.

As T have described in this essay, the experience of the exhibition was by no means solely focused on
the semantic content of the narratives. The most symbolic embodiment of “Otherness” in the actual
experience of the work was the sound of the Japanese big-leaf magnolia leaves. However, Dreams in the
Winter Forest, which talked about mem, differed slightly from the other texts that were based on scientific
knowledge and natural observation. It had epic poetry about mem inserted in the middle of the narrative.
The quote at the beginning of this essay is the last part of that text.

In our time when all cycles are threatened, mem is a magical entity that continues to spring up in the
forest, precariously but persistently, and is even connected to “the deep currents”. The poetic narratives
of the artist demonstrate her earnest attempt to reach out to the invisible connections with others, some-

thing that cannot be adequately spoken about within the framework of our scientific perception alone.

BB (X L) #5E(ZBR1&  Untitled (Mem), video on clay

i Aki Nagasaka and Hiroyuki Hattori, “‘Aki Nagasaka: Living with Otherness’ Gallery Talk 1: Aki Nagasaka x Hiroyuki Hattori,” July 20, 2024,
Moerenuma Park
(YouTube) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MfQaCV0-OI4

October 6-27, 2018, at CAl 02 (now CAI 03). The work was also exhibited in the exhibition, 7o Our Beginnings: Time Traveling through Algae,
July 13-September 4, 2021, at the Hokkaido University Museum.

i Mem means water spring in the Ainu langugage.

iv In 1669, Ainu from all over the island organized a military uprising against the Matsumae clan in response to the call of the Shakushain to
protest the trading domination of the Japanese people (the Shakushain’s War). It had been thought in the past that the conflict between Ainu
villages over hunting grounds developed into an ethnic clash against the economic and social oppression of the Matsumae clan, but current
advanced research has suggested that changes in the natural environment due to the eruptions of Mount Tarumae (1667) and Mount Usu
(1663) were also a factor in the war.

v Kazumi Miyai, “The Swaying Boundary between ‘I’ and Others: ‘Aki Nagasaka: Living with Otherness
Printing Co., Ltd.)
https://artscape.jp/article/19375/

, August 19, 2024, artscape (Dai Nippon
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