Welcome to Episode 97: Chiharu Shiota: Drawing in Space
Using  place as her canvas, Japanese contemporary artist Chiharu Shiota creates a new visual plane in her monumental installations.  She suspends networks of media, from used everyday objects to her signature red and black threads strung across entire spaces, tying individual narratives together. It is as if she is painting in midair. The effect is sublime...we, the spectator, journey through her installations  visually lifting and weaving our bodies into her universes of dripping color and lines.
Before we dive deeper into the process and work of Shiota, let's consider what Installation in Art is and its artistic roots. I am referencing the writer Robert Atkins and his guide to contemporary ideas, Art Speak, The everyday meaning of installation refers to the hanging of pictures or the arrangement of objects in an exhibition. Imagine walking through a gallery of 18th century Dutch paintings in a museum like The Met,  the walls are graced with individual paintings, that is an installation. More recent meaning of installation, dated mainly from the Pop Art era of the late 1950s and 1960s, is "a site-specific artwork." In a sense, the installation is created especially for a particular gallery space or outdoor site." Installations are generally exhibited for a relatively brief period of time and then dismantled.  What is left of the labor intensiveness of the work is documentation or written materials, this can include visual images like photographs, related to the artwork's creation and exhibition. 
Installation is not just a group of art objects to be viewed as individual works, but an entire ensemble providing you with the experience of being surrounded by art. Another way to think about this is to imagine yourself stepping into a cathedral church, the symphony of individual elements  creates an experience connecting you to Christian figures and narratives, to the unseen God himself. Installation art works in a similar way.  "Andy Warhol created enormous prints to become wallpaper, Claes Oldenburg's "Store" was filled with plastic renditions of consumer products. Female artists like Judy Pfaff creates dramatic environments comprising of thousands of throwaway elements that evoke undersea gardens or dreamlike fantasy worlds." What installation art does is to involve you, the spectator, in a sensory experience, an invitation to be actively engaged or immersed.   This is what Shiota does in her very large artworks. Her starting  point are "collections of used everyday objects, from antiques to yard sales, that act as expressions of human acts." 
Let's take a closer look and step into the worlds she weaves. In 2015, Shiota represented Japan at the Venice Biennale.  The  installation "Keys in the Hand"  incorporated an everyday item, keys, in intricate web of woven red threads. The keys are tokens of memory. Shiota says, "Old objects have a history within them. What really attracts me to them is the fact that they have once belonged to a person who has their own story or attachment to that object. I can see the trace of a human life in that object. I can see the existence in the absence."
Interlaced around and between the keys are red threads or yarn--the yarn  "links the objects inherent narratives and create a new visual plane." The result, is as if Shiota is painting in mid-air, the yarn or thread her brushstrokes. The chosen mundane objects like keys have a fresh significance in the context of the work, they hold a new poetic language. The elaborate entanglement of red wool crossing threads includes more than 50,000 keys collected from individuals across the globe that dangle above two ancient looking wooden boats." Writer Kate Sierzputowski describes the keys "They hold memories of the individual through their previous daily use, and now hangs amongst many other memory-tied talismans above the heads of passing visitors." Shiota says, "Keys are familiar and very valuable things that protect important people and spaces in our lives. They also inspire us to open the door to unknown worlds...keys provided by the general public are imbued with various recollections and memories that have accumulated over a long period of daily use."
I experienced this installation after its been dismantled from the exhibition through photographs and video tours. They cannot replicate the experience of walking into the space, so I can only imagine myself my head hinged beneath the massive web of threads, described by one writer as an "elaborate labyrinth of materials" permeating the space, the keys--interlaced in the threads, and the curious vessels, the two wooden row boats tipped upwards. Think about the immersiveness of this work as you--there is a theatrical sensibility-it is dark, enigmatic, you are drawn in.  Curator Hitoshi Nakario offers this interpretation, "In our daily lives, keys protect valuable things like our houses and personal safety. We use them while embracing the warmth of our hands. By coming into contact with people's warmth on daily basis, the keys accumulate countless, multilayered memories that dwell within us. The keys are the medium that convey our true feelings. The boats symbolize two hands catching a rain of memories (ie: countless keys) pouring down from the ceiling. "Keys in the Hands" is about our relationship to life and death and what does it mean to belong.

In making the work, curator James Putnam describes her process; "she is totally hands on, of course she has assistants, but she's there herself working very intensely on it and you can see the hand crafted element in her work. Curator Sanna Moore underscores Putnam's observations, "her work the actual process of making that very small movement that creates the weaving repeated over and over for several hours for several days, it has a real performance element to it.

Kiota says, "I called the work "Keys in the Hand" because I wanted to symbolize the hands supporting precious keys and letting it into your heart. If you hold a key it also means you have a chance or you can open a door. The boats represented hands." There is the essence, the poetry in this work; the boats representing hands, open metaphorical hands to the intricate cloud of red yarn and dangling
keys. It is truly a world we can both connect with and get lost in. I don't know about you, but I am just blown away. 

From the narratives and memories tangibly visualized through keys, let's turn our attention to a smaller installation that has been described, unlike the poetic beauty of "Keys in the Hand," as "chilling." The 2010 work, "Dialogue with Absence." "A white wedding dress, connected to pumps squirt a red, bloodlike liquid through surgical tubing. Multitude of flowing tubing creeps on the floor in long strands. The flow of blood gives the white dress a sort of human life. Adjacent to the white dress and tubes is a video monitor showing an unclothed Shiota lying on the floor, breathing with surgical tubes surrounding her. Stemming from recent treatments for cancer, Shiota creates a dialogue between the dress, a human surrogate, and the video of her virtual nude body. The installation is compared to the painting by artist Frida Kahlo, "Two Fridas" from 1939.

"Two Fridas" was completed shortly after Kahlo's divorce with muralist Diego Rivera. In the painting two Fridas sitting on a bench are holding hands. The portrait shows Frida's two different personalities. One is the traditional Frida in Tehuana costume with a broken heart, cut and torn open. The main artery which comes from the torn heart down to the right hand is cut off by the surgical pincers held in her lap. The blood keeps dripping on her white dress and she is in danger of bleeding to death. Sitting next to the traditional Frida is an independent, modern dressed Frida, her heart exposed, she hold a small picture of Diego. The stormy sky in the background is filled with agitated clouds may reflect Frida's inner turmoil. In her diary, Frida wrote about this painting and said it originated from her memory of an imaginary childhood friend though she later admitted it expressed her desperation and loneliness with the separation from Diego. (Frida Kahlo website)

The visual parallels between the painting "Two Fridas" and Shiota's installation, "Dialogue with Absence are the arteries, the flow of red blood and of course the presence of the body of the artist, the narrative within the work, experienced and expressed by the hand of its creator. Both artists experienced physical pain. Frida was injured in a bus accident which "sent a handrail through her back and out her pelvis. The crash crushed her foot and dislocated her shoulder, collarbone, two ribs and one leg were broken. But the most detrimental injuries were to her spine and pelvis; both were broken in three separate places." She was only 18. The body altering event led to a life of surgeries, recoveries and pain. For Shiota, she experienced cancer as a young woman, lost both her father and suffered a miscarriage in the same year. Their shared physical and mental pain, and deep losses expressed in their works, as Shiota describes so eloquently, "mirror my feelings."

What is contrasted between Frida's and Shiota's works is Shiota's dress is void of her body; it is "an empty dress," described as a "lack of presence yet it has its own ghostly imprint. This is an ongoing theme in several works that feature "empty dresses," the theme of displacement. Presence became a topic of her work, says Shiota after she moved to Berlin, Germany. This can be illustrated in an installation of 14 white dresses lined in a row. Shiota describes the garments, "the dresses were covered with mud and water was dripping on them from showers. It's about trying to wash away memory, but memories cannot be washed away." These works juxtapose "the relationship between the internal and the external, shifting our emotional experiences as well as our subconscious memories."  They relate to lived experiences that we all can recognize; we all hold memories. 

Born in Osaka, Shiota moved from Japan to Germany in 1997, to study under the performance art maven Marina Abramovic.  For one of her early works, "Try and Go Home" of 1998, Shiota fasted for four days and then smeared her naked body with earth before taking to a muddy hole. With its suggestions of both womb and grave, the work hinged on feelings of loss and oblivion that continues to underscore much of her work and artistic process. 
The artist Skye Sherwin describes Shiota, and I just love this description, "as a spider-woman; one who clambers around in the skeins of our unconscious."  What resonates for me is the ways she connects with us, the contemporary human experience from shared experiences--Again from Shiota, "I check my phone first thing in the morning. I read any new emails. I check messages on my social media. I listen to voicemails. Each day we are targeted with an endless amount of information. It has never been easier to receive information from all over the world. But all the information changes all the time. I watch the news with my family every day. The volume of information is like a wave swallowing my body. It is difficult to orient oneself in this new world. Where is the surface in this ocean of information? Our human body is not adapting and changing at the same speed, so it is becoming more complex to find the real meaning of life. What is our purpose? Where is our destination in life? People believe that death is our ultimate destination and the end of life, but I believe time is a circular construct, and when we die, our consciousness transcends into another dimension. There is no beginning or end." These are universal questions each of us ponders or contemplates.
In the visual realm, Shiota uses threads, the line to explore her "breath and space" like a line in a painting. The accumulation of lines form a surface like the sky that expands into her self-made universe. Her installation like "Keys in the Hand" help us to orient ourselves, the keys are a "personal yet anonymizing fact of life; symbols that we all carry and therefore define us or at least contribute to our material definition-they hold the stories and memories of our the worlds we sojourn in the vastness of this life. Shiota says "We travel through the uncertainty of life by asking ourselves questions that we cannot answer sometimes." She invites you to come and float up into the ceiling of her installation--to explore breath and space like a line in a painting. In the open sea cloud of bellowing, dripping, intertwining threads, we experience connectivity, the keys a constellation of shared human experiences and struggles--each of us, so small as we move foward to define our path against the haunting beauty of her expansive universe.

Thank you for listening. Resources for this episode include Chiharu Shiota website, writings of Robert Atkins, Skye Sherwin, Kate Sierzputowski, Peter Corboy and the interview series Brilliant Ideas. Works discussed can be viewed on my website at beyondthepaint.net or @beyondthepaintpodcast on Instagram. Now, I encourage you to seek and step into an installation at site-specific space like a museum gallery.  One of my favorite installation artists is Liza Lou. I published episode 69 that celebrates her iconic work Kitchen, a replication of a life sized kitchen,  in which every surface is encrusted in glass beads at the Whitney Museum---I personally experienced the installation--the gleaming surface of the shimmering beads just put my senses into overload and yet, like Shiota's works centered on memory and displacement, Lou's installation opens a dialogue about materials and feminine domain. Email me at bernadine@beyondthepaint.net and I will mention you and your experience on a future podcast. Thank you 
