focus on the performativity of language:
an important albeit often neglected element in the field of visual arts.
Borrowing the form of the traveler who
returns with her travel journal, I am envisaging a detractor of John who will
be putting across a brief introduction
that in defense of the lie—that is, the
necessary bluff. Here, I respond to Chad
Hansen’s citation of the Bible—“Thou
shalt know the truth, and the truth shall
set you free”—as ethics. On the one hand,
I’d like to use this as an opportunity to
explore the element of bluff within Mahayana Buddhism; on the other, I’d like
to destablize the notion of the mother
tongue as pure in legislating cultural entity. After all, Buddhism’s entrance into
a Chinese context has influenced speech
patterns since the 8th century, and continues to manifest itself today.
A lot of your work stems from your experience as a member of the Chinese
diaspora. Could you tell us a little about
your experiences with language, having
migrated to Singapore at the age of six
before moving to London for university?
I started picking up English as a written
language when I migrated with my family
to Singapore around 1997. Prior to that,
I had a fairly comfortable relationship
with Mandarin, due to a luxury of time
on the side of my parents under the ivory
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towers of socialism. My father worked as a lecturer
at Hua Qiao University in
Fujian, my mother in the
school’s hospital. My education was standard classical Chinese, rooted in the
engagement with classical
poetry at a very young age,
interspersed with generic
Chinese-socialist rhetoric.
The fun of learning classical poetry lies in a strange
standard, measured by the
learner’s ability to utter
some of the lines while
recontextualizing them as
if one’s own (a neccessary
bluff, one wonders?).
The migration to Singapore was a drastic shift,
not just in terms of language, but also ideology.
Singapore offers some interest in the same practice
of Chinese poetry, but only
in utilitarian manners.
What struck me instead
was the performative bastardization of both Mandarin and English at the level of the everyday, which
proved immensely satisfying. The parallel standard
of having to write in gram-
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Zou Zhao,
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a Language!
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Wine!), 2014
Courtesy of
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matical English but perform in bastardized syncretic speech patterns points to
a rich history of autonomy and creativity
in the area of language use. I must have
by then internalized the playfulness of
the poetry practice, despite not being
very good at it. I remember relishing in
playing the role of the migrant, miming
the peculiarities of the new society while
I was assimilating as a child.
Further movement to England for university inevitably provided me with another
space for experimentation. I remembered
being impressed with how conscientiously articulated English becomes, and further surprised by the class hierarchy implied through accent. My work naturally
responded to the need for me to be taken
seriously, rather than simply as a foreign
tourist in the country. But participating
in the London student protests made me
realize the invisible status of the international individual in that country; one
is relegated to a supporting role. Part
of my performance practice at the time
was motivated by the reflections on these
experiences. I was interested at the outset in the investigation of the dominant
attitudes, in perspectives of xenophobia.
My performances negotiate institutional
racism in order to bring my own ideas
across. Eventually, I was brought to look
more deeply at the very medium of language, in the spirit of wanting to eventually contaminate some of its rhetorical moral high grounds—to demonstrate
that in its promises to bring people together, it actually separates the temporal
communities.
One of the interesting things about
many forms of visual art is that they
have the ability to transcend language.
Painting, sculpture, installation, sound
work—each can communicate without
words. Is this perhaps what drew you
to art?
The world in the aftermath of the Cold
War still experiences its constructed antagonism today. The hostility between
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and particularly through
performance —reveals
the silly contradictions
in assumed moral high
grounds and brings people closer to each other. I
like “performing” knowledge, insofar as it enables
a rhythm of engagement
and destabilizes rhetorical
assumptions. I think that
as long as we are talking
to each other, understanding and empathy are able
to emerge. This is also
the only way to create a
culture to call our own.
Hopefully, it would be a
culture of hospitality and
openness.

PIONEERS
Mika Yoshitake
looks back
at the art of
NOBUO
SEKINE

Can you explain the beginnings of your
career? I am especially curious about
your primary sources of inspiration, as
well as your interest in topology—a major theme that defines your early practice, distinguishing it from the trend
of optical distortions initiated by the
“Tricks and Vision” exhibition in 1968.

I began to think at the time that one
of the major themes within contemporary art should be a “new awareness and
interpretation of space.” So I became
interested in topology, a subset of nonEuclidean geometry. Within topology,
forms are stretched, compressed and
treated very freely.
Questioning how it would be possible
to make topological space experiential,
I began to work on a group of relief
sculptures (which I initially considered
paintings) titled the “Isō” series (Isō is
“Phase” in Japanese)—or, as it became
THE PIONEERS SERIES AIMS
known, the “Topology” series. As you
TO SHED NEW LIGHT ON
mentioned, I exhibited this work in the
ARTISTS WHO HAVE CREATED
1968 exhibition “Tricks and Vision,” held
TRULY INNOVATIVE WORK,
at Tokyo Gallery and Muramatsu Gallery
TRAILBLAZERS WHOSE LEGACY in Tokyo. For this reason, this body of
LIVES AND REVERBERATES IN work is often referred to as “tricky” (opTHE CURRENT GENERATION.
tically, as with Op Art), but the original
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Nobuo Sekine
Phase of Nothingness—
Black No.13, 1977

FUTURA 89+

imagined communities is a result of this
arbitrary division of the world into two.
In my view, it is only further exacerbated
by the contemporary mode of existence,
characterized by alienation and individualism within the celebratory politics of
neoliberal globalization. This, I feel, is
the real culprit that caused barriers between individuals in general. Of course,
physical distance matters too, and language is only one symptom of this crisis. I engage rigorously with the world
through performing “languages”: those
rooted in representation, as well as those
rooted in the aural. In exploring their
potential, I deflect to disciplines such
as linguistics and comparative philosophy to supplement the discourse that argues against our imagined distance from
each other. Hopefully, convening knowledge, affects and feelings through art—

Nobuo Sekine
(Japanese, b.
1942) is an
artist who lives
and works in
Tokyo and Los
Angeles. He is
represented by
Blum & Poe,
Los Angeles/
New York/
Tokyo.

impetus behind the work
had always been to enable
viewers to experience topological space.
Could you talk about the
shift between those works
and the subsequent series
“Kusō (“Phase of Nothingness”)?
You are asking me why
I began titling my works
Phase of Nothingness
(Kusō) instead of Phase
(Isō). Personally, I thought
Phase was just fine, but
as I began to make works
with truckloads of raw
oil-clay, or by levitating
stones weighing several
tons, I started to feel a
disconnect between the title and the works, which
by then were heavily engaged with matter. As conditions surrounding my
work changed, the word
Isō felt limiting. I began
using the term Kusō to de-
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eventually came to cement Mono-ha’s
interpretive framework. One could
even argue that Mono-ha came out of
his response to your work.

note a liberated state of
phase, in the topological
sense of the word, and to
imply that it is infinitely
variable. Of course, I was
also aware that there is
the concept of Kusō in
the Heart Sūtra in the
Mahāyāna branch of Buddhism.

I think your interpretation is right in
many ways. There was a lot of dialogue
at the gatherings I just mentioned on the
theory and framework you’re pointing
out. Intuition is of course indispensable
in making work, but so is the language
surrounding it. I think it’s an interdependent relationship.

Can you tell us about the
phenomenon of Mono-ha
as a movement, and your
encounters with Lee
Ufan in particular?
About one week after
I made Phase—Mother
Earth, I ran into Lee Ufan
at a gallery in Shinjuku.
He had published interpretations of Phase—
Mother Earth that fundamentally differed from the
impressionistic reviews
common at the time. I
thought they were amazing. I also thought that
without a theorist like
him in our clique (an informal group of art students, some (like me) just
out of graduate school),
we wouldn’t be able to
establish a new art movement. So I invited him
and my friends to meet
regularly at a Shinjuku
coffee shop called “Top”
(it’s still there), where we
spoke tirelessly about art.
That continued for about a
year and a half, and looking back, I think we are
all the better for that happening.

Phase of Nothingness—Black,
Yokohama studio. ca. 1977
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Intuition is indispensable in making
work, but so is the language.

Sekine will
have a solo
exhibition at
MOCA Pacific
Design Center,
West Hollywood, from
September–
July 2016.

Lee's discovery and subsequent theorization of
Phase—Mother Earth
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Lee’s essay, “Beyond Being and Nothingness” (1971), offers insights into
philosophies as a model for how direct
experience can be activated through
three conditional modes: Gesture (the
reciprocation of action between man
and matter), Corporeality (the ambiguous structure of the body as both self
and other), and Tòpos (the situational
engagement of perception). Did you
agree with this model?
You are asking me to explain the notion
of “encounter” using Lee Ufan’s three

philosophical terms, but
this would be difficult for
me. I customarily speak
another language. But
what I can offer is my own
initial reaction to the very
moment Phase—Mother
Earth was completed.
I took off the straw rope
holding together the plywood mold and made an
incision with a saw. The
mold fell off smoothly, revealing packed earth. It
was wonderful. Nobody
knew what to say; silence
permeated the air for some
time. The sheer presence
of the dirt mass appearing before our eyes was
powerful. Its existence
felt abnormal. The combination of the positive and
negative cylindrical earth
forms, a hole and a clod
sharing exact dimensions,
stood in proximity to one
another. It seemed their
precise relationship activated the “being of matter.” Essentially, to me,
materiality, an activity
engaging with it, and Tòpos defined as “a place,”
becomes requisite.
How do you think Monoha can be distinguished
from Minimalism or
process-based practices
of post-Minimalism? I’m
thinking particularly of
works like Phase of Nothingness-Water and PhaseMother Earth?
Within my own interpretation, I think Mono-ha and
Minimalism are very similar. It could be that the act
of minimizing expression
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may have brought us close to each other.
But one drastic difference is that where
Minimalists tended to reduce forms conceptually, Mono-ha’s efforts were to absorb and transplant nature.
For example, Phase of Nothingness—Water is comprised of rectangular and cylindrical containers of the same volume,
each filled to the brim with water. They
are lacquered black, making the water
unnoticeable at first glance. Getting closer, as the water picks up the vibrations
and shifts in airflow caused by people
moving around, it faintly ripples, allowing the viewer to detect that the works
are not solid. Through that process, the
viewer is able to acknowledge the water, to feel the autonomy of nature. In
Phase—Mother Earth, with the coexistence of the positive and negative minimal
forms, we can glimpse the physicality of
earth, hitherto overlooked.

Artist portrait,
La Bertesca,
Genoa, 1970
Phase No.9,
1968/2012
Next page:
Phase No. 10,
1968
All images
courtesy the
artist and
Blum & Poe,
New York/Los
Angeles/Tokyo

Can you tell us about your experience
living in Italy after exhibiting Phase
of Nothingness at the 35th Venice Biennale in 1970? How did your experience
affect your later practice?
Living in Italy, I was very interested in
its urbanism, which was very distinct
from what’s found in Japan and something I hadn’t experienced. I became very
interested in the historical relationship
in Europe between civic life and the city,
and the position of art within that. So
when I returned to Japan, for many years
I did a lot of public/environmental work.
But it was an incredibly demanding and
social way of working, so now I have limited myself to an individual art practice.
How do you see your role as an artist?
As an intermediary to expose nature?
Your famous phrase “to wipe the dust
off things” refers to an artistic process exposing fundamental structures
through which matter is revealed.
In the beginning, I purposefully made
work that could be returned to its origi-
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RENAISSANCE MAN
Jeffrey Deitch
advocates for
FREE PHOTOGRAPHY
nal condition. Phase—Mother Earth can
be returned to the ground, and basically
it’s the same with Phase—Sponge, as well
as Phase of Nothingness. Each work can
be discarded. It’s possible then to explicitly see the differences between their
before and after states, what ostensibly
stays the same, and understand blatantly
what the carried out activity “was.” I
thought that if I were able to extract from
the works a sort of basis of artistic activity, I would be spared from carrying out
egocentric activity as an artist. So now,
I feel more aligned with the importance
of coexisting with nature as opposed to
investing in a “creative” practice.

THE RENAISSANCE MAN
SERIES IS THE SITE OF
UNEXPECTED ENCOUNTERS
AND PERSPECTIVES THAT
CHALLENGE THE BOUNDARIES
OF VISUAL CULTURE.

When I asked Banksy,
through an intermediary,
to participate in the Art
in the Streets exhibition at
MOCA in 2011, he wrote
that he would consider
being part of the show on
two conditions: that there
would be at least one day a
week with free admission,
and that there would be
free and unrestricted photography.
I asked the museum’s financial officer to estimate
the lost admissions revenue if Monday, the day
with the sparsest attendance, were to be made
free. After a quick calculation, the response was that
if Mondays became a free
day, even if only for the
run of the show, we would
stand to lose $50,000 in admissions revenue. I reported this to Banksy, who immediately offered to send a
contribution of $50,000 to
compensate.

Your work has been revelatory for both
art historians and younger artists today who seek new ways to engage the
actuality and phenomenality of matter. Given recent tendencies toward an
anthropological interest in art, what
do you feel is your legacy to younger
generation of artists?
My biggest hope is to distance myself as
much as possible from the subjectivism
followed by artists of the 20th century.
Fully taking in the wonders of nature, to
understand its abundance, is to leave your
own subjectivism for an objective world
outside of yourself.
Translated from Japanese
by Robert Becraft.
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The question of open photography, however, was more complicated. Being new to
museum administration, I had assumed
that the “no photography” rule in museums had something to do with preventing
flash bulbs from exploding and damaging
paintings. It turned out that the prohibition was for legal reasons: the museum did not want to be legally liable for
copyright violations. The museum’s legal
counsel informed me that in order to permit open photography, I would have to
write to every artist in the show, as well
as every lender, and receive their written
permission. We proceeded to send out
350 letters: one to every artist, lender and
rights holder, with the exception of one
artist’s estate that I knew would be a difficult sell. As I anticipated, everyone gave
consent—meaning that we could permit
open photography and that Banksy could
be in the show. A small “no photography”
decal was placed next to the one painting
for which we had not secured permission.
Public reaction to Banksy’s two simple
requests was astonishing. By the end of
the exhibition, attendance on the free
Mondays had climbed to 8,500 people a
day. It seemed that almost every visitor
was taking photographs of themselves

and their friends in front
of their favorite artworks.
People curated their own
version of the show on
their Facebook, Flickr, and
Tumblr accounts, spreading
the word about the show.
Celebrities like P. Diddy
and Chris Brown began
visiting, sending photos of
themselves with the art to
thousands of followers. This
drew even more attendance,
especially on Banksy’s free
days. Bansky had a remarkably prescient insight into
the impact of social media
and free access on the increasing democratization of
the art experience.
All of this was a year or
two prior to the widespread
adoption of Instagram,
which would have accelerated the photo sharing and its
results. It was a prelude to
what the art audience now
assumes to be a basic right:
free and open photography.
Many museums have now
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relaxed their photography restrictions,
with some even encouraging photographic
interaction, publicizing their visitors’ Instagram posts. Anyone can now become a
published art critic by posting their chosen
images and sharing their likes.
Art audiences, particularly American art
audiences, have traditionally looked to
authorities with institutional credentials
in order to make their judgments about
works of art. The small number of curators and art critics in influential positions has long had an outsized role in the
shaping of artistic reputations. Now the
Instagram feeds of formerly anonymous
members of the art audience are beginning to rival the influence of published art
critics. We are witnessing the puncturing
of the old authority structure by art enthusiasts without any official positions or
conventional credentials. A tastemaker’s
Instagram post can jumpstart an artist’s
career; a snarky collector can influence his
Instagram followers to sell or liquidate.
The system of interlocking interests of
museums, collectors, galleries and auction
houses, coupled with the small number of
authoritative critics, had created a narrow
channel for the identification and promotion of artistic talent. Will the open
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