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Foreword

In commemoration of the 2006 Australia-Japan Year of Exchange, The Japan Foundation is honored
to present “Rapt! 20 contemporary artists from Japan,” a project organized with the cooperation of
various art facilities throughout Australia.

The project is designed to examine a number of approaches to a variety of features of Japanese
contemporary culture, with an emphasis on how these are presented in art. To explore this objective,
the project is structured around four basic components: 1. Curatorial Exchange; 2. Thinking; 3. Artist-
in-Residence; and 4. Exhibition. In other words, rather than merely presenting art as one aspect of
contemporary Japan through an exhibition, we hope to place a special emphasis on the process that
leads up to the exhibition. To do this, we first enlisted the help of researchers in sociology and
architecture for a preliminary seminar in Tokyo to facilitate discussion with the general public on
various facets of contemporary Japan. In addition, we invited curators from Australia to undertake
contemporary art surveys in cities throughout Japan. Based on these surveys and related discussions,
we decided on a group of exhibiting artists, who then took part in artist-in-residence programs in cities
throughout Australia. While collating the results of these programs, we arrived at a complex plan to
stage exhibitions (along with workshops and site-specific works) at approximately ten sites in and around
Melbourne. Moreover, this catalogue focuses on the formative process involved in realizing the project.
Often referred to as the Information Age, at present, an unspecified number of people are making
connections throughout the world via the Internet and mobile phones. At the same time, the
emotional life of the individual seems to now hinge on immersion in a “world” of one, devoid of links
to family, society and the community. Though there is a tendency to view this situation in a negative
light, when artists immerse themselves in something as part of the creative process, they enter a similar
state of mind. This allows them to access an imaginative realm that is divorced from existing value
systems. Conversely, we tend to see this type of immersion as something positive. “Rapt” is a word
that expresses this ambiguity; and by focusing on the possibilities this ambiguity holds, we have selected
it as the title of this project. We are looking forward to the discoveries visitors to the exhibition will
make, and how existing notions regarding Japan will be betrayed — in the best sense of the word.

An ambiguous relationship involves valuing each other’s viewpoints while remaining open to outside
influences. It is our sincere hope that in the future the relationship between Australia and Japan, as
fellow residents of the Asia-Pacific Region and morcover, the world, will be one of this type. As the
organizers of this project, it would give us no greater pleasure than to find that through the process of
realizing “Rapt!,” a stronger relationship is created between the two countries.

Finally, we would like to express our sincerest appreciation to the three Japanese curators, the many
individuals working in the Australian art world, and the participating artists for their great efforts in
assisting us with this collaborative project. In addition, we would like to express our gratitude to the
museums and collectors who kindly allowed us to borrow invaluable works from their collections, all

of those who were involved in organizing the surveys and public seminars, and the numerous others

who helped us realize this project.

September 2006
The Japan Foundation
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“Rapt!” as a Passage

Hiravosu1 YuxkiHIRO

I “International Exchange” and “Introduction of Cultures”

On the occasion of the First Open Seminar of “Rapt!” one of the panelists, Mr. Miura Atsushi
spoke on the characteristics of contemporary Japanese culture in cities, dividing them into two
large categories, “package” and “passage.” A package refers to something like a typical huge
shopping mall in the suburbs, designed as an enormous apparatus of desire, where a variety of
products and services are gathered and efficiently arranged under a thorough marketing plan,
inciting and inflating consumer desire. On the other hand, a passage is a system in which
various apparatuses share the same time-space but are generated, multiplied or dissolved
individually in a random manner. People are able to make their own choices from the
apparatuses that are loosely structured together, and create networks in their own fashion. (For
details, refer to the record of the seminar, pp.58-69.)

9 What we tried to achieve through this project entitled “Rapt!” was to construct the overall
project as a sort of passage. This was a large experiment in itself, for the project started as an
“international exchange exhibition,” which has functioned as a package to this day.

9 “Rapt! 20 contemporary artists from Japan” is a project organized by The Japan Foundation
in commemoration of the 2006 Australia-Japan Year of Exchange. The project is part of a
series of events that introduces the cultures of Australia and Japan to audiences in both
countries, with hopes to promote further cultural exchange. Here we have “international
exchange” and “introduction of cultures.” The project, systemized under these two terms, is
based on a process in which a hosting organization makes choices from the range of
phenomena that define the society of its country, creates a certain context in which each of
those phenomena can be organized and presented to audiences in another country. This is an
act of packaging, of contextualizing an entity that is defined within borders and perceived as a
country. This form of cultural exchange has been the norm to this day and surely there will be
more in the future. However, the individuals involved in this project began by reflecting on
such cultural exchanges from a critical viewpoint.

§ There are two main reasons as to why we questioned the methodology that has been
incorporated up to now. The first reason is because we felt a sense of discomfort at the “image
of Japan” that has been packaged and presented to other countries. We felt that when
contextualizing Japan, the viewpoint has always been biased to a certain degree. In many of the
exchange exhibitions of the past, there has been a strong tendency to present Japan under the
following images: “Japan as a cyber-nation that is highly developed in the fields of machinery
and electronics,” “Japan as the hub of otaku culture as represented by Akihabara,” or on the
contrary, “Japan as a country that respects tradition” or “Japan as the country of exquisite
handiwork.” These contexts are not incorrect, and in fact effective strategies that introduce
Japan to outside countries in lucid explanations. However, these ways of packaging — whether
they are geared to the future or to the past — are methods that emphasize the outward
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differences between the country introduced and the countries to which the images are
projected, which makes packaging nothing but a method based on exoticism. To add, if these

strategies are taken mainly against Western culture, packaging results in internalized
orientalism.

10
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§ The second reason relates to the gap between the presentation of one’s own culture and the
idea of “cultural exchange” that is professed through this presentation. In other words, we are i
critically asking ourselves whether or not Japanese culture in a package can bring exchange
with the country to which this package is presented. The self-analytical method through which
one’s own culture is interpreted and presented embraces aspects that can only be understood
by those who belong to that culture, which consequently forms a very solid context that helps
one to understand individual phenomenon within a given framework. A recent and most
telling example of this idea is the exhibition “Little Boy” organized and curated by the artist
Murakami Takashi. This sort of contextualization engenders critique in the form of response.
Yer the package itself remains a one-way thing, and does not allow for a two-way dialogue of
context and critique. And, the more solid the context is, the less possibility there is for the
audience to freely conjoin the individual phenomenon he sees, or even appreciate other
phenomena that certainly exist but may have dropped out from that context, with leeway for
an interpretation that is unbound to the given context.

1 The critical reflection on the two issues mentioned above has become the impetus for
turning this project into a passage. Of course this does not mean that we are naively
determined that we can give a comprehensive presentation of Japanese contemporary culture
that is not biased to any degree. Neither do we believe that we can resort to abstraction and
that presenting “the best of Japanese contemporary art” will suffice. What we are aiming for is
to impact “Japan in the raw” against “Australia in the raw” to the greatest possible extent. To
do so we must actively engage Australia who is our partner of “exchange” and avoid turning
this into a closed package so that the project remains open-ended until the very last moment
(or even beyond the last moment). This process of creating a passage is our experiment.

II' The Crossing of Multiple Viewpoints

The process by which this project came to be is closely interrelated to how this catalogue has
been structured. As readers will see in the thematic chapters of this catalogue, “Rapt!” was
realized through four large steps, namely, “Curatorial Exchange,” “Thinking,” “Artist-in-
Residence” and “Exhibition.” However, the first three steps were made, not as preparatory
stages for the final output, the “Exhibition.” To put it another way, the four steps altogether
create the “Rapt!” project. The contents of the individual steps can be followed by reading in-
depth the respective chapters. Here, I would like to discuss how these steps were involved in
turning this project into a passage, which is the focal point of this essay.
1 Firstly, “Curatorial Exchange” and “Thinking” were conducted on the basis of the critical

* teflection mentioned earlier. There was “exchange” between the individuals involved from the
very early stages of this project, discussing and examining Japan and Australia from various
perspectives, and exchanging information on “contemporary Japanese culture.” Apart from the
staff of The Japan Foundation, this project includes three curators from Japan and four from
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Australia, with an additional three Japanese advisors (a sociologist, an architectural critic, and an
art journalist), as well as the individuals responsible for the venues of the residencies and
exhibitions. The conversations between the many individuals comprising this project enabled
each of us to see beyond our limits and grasp various phenomena occurring in current Japan.
By multiplying the viewpoints to understand these phenomena, we aimed to create a network
of viewpoints. The aim was not to have everybody fully understand each other’s cultures, nor
was it to achieve a mutual understanding that transcends cultural gaps, which is an inevitable
accompaniment to international exchange. The crossing of viewpoints is important because
what each of us have left our from our scopes can be scooped up and layered on top of each
other, the connecting points from which a sort of network can arise. The aim was to
incorporate the gaps and the impossibility to understand to a certain degree (although of course
the aim to resolve such issues that arise from exchanges, i.e., dnlogu:ns amvaim in itself) in order to
acknowledge “Japan in the raw” as our respective realities. Hence, in creating this network it
was important for us to understand topics such as graffiti in the city environment, the
relationship berween Japanese farm villages and contemporary art, or the distinctions between
Sydney and Melbourne. The organization and curation of this project were established on the
crossing of multiple viewpoints, which was an absolute requirement for us to avoid a
packaging based on a context that only allows for one interpretation, and arrive at a passage
that embraces the possibility for recipients of “Rapt!” to interpret what they encounter in their

own ways.
I The Homogeneity of “Japan,” the Homogeneity of “Australia”

When a person voices the words “Japan” or “Australia,” usually there is a sense of
homogeneity working as a premise in understanding the words. Although we could say that
they are simply terms that specify geographical territories delineated by politics, the terms are
connected to imaginary territories that are more abstract and largely influenced by the
speaker’s knowledge and experiences of what they think is “very Japanese” or “very
Australian.” Generally speaking, an “international exchange exhibition” is a miniature
reproduction of such homogeneities. Yet as we all know, none of us live in a closed,
homogenous space. Needless to say, Tokyo cannot speak for the whole of Japan and “local
cities” (the term used by Tokyoites to refer to cities outside of Tokyo) are not always miniature
versions of Tokyo. For example, Teruya Yuken whose work jumps over Tokyof;nd is directly
connected to the world at large is from Okinawa, a region that has its own specificity.
Likewise, Tokyo is another case example of Japan with its own specificity. Of course if we
place most value on the individual over any collective entity and break down all similarities to
the individual level, we will be left with nothing but chaos and lose the sense of perspective
we need to systematize our findings. This is why we must be conscious of the fact that
homogeneity is secured only through the buildup of heterogencity. This awareness is parallel
to the aforementioned idea of crossing viewpoints. At the same time, it is also the reason why
we perceived the “Artist-in-Residence” as an important factor of this project.

§ I will speak later on how we made the “Exhibition” into a passage, but will mention here
that its main venue will be in Melbourne (aside from Melbourne, there will be one venue in
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Sydney). Meanwhile, the residencies participated by a total of six Japanese artists will be held in
five cities: Brisbane, Perth, Darwin, Sydney and Melbourne. Unfortunately, we could not
realize a residency in the desert areas, but we tried to disperse the residencies and cover as
many areas in Australia as possible. This is our testament to the fact that our subject is not the
homogeneity enwrapped in the term “Australia” and that we have endeavored to incorporate
the heterogeneity of the various regions in Australia by having artists reside and create their
works in the respective places. Each of the artists will experience “Australia” in their own ways,
which will be embodied in the works they create.

1 This way of thinking also seems to suit the essence of an “Artist-in-residence.” The essence
is, I believe, something that cannot be explained in simplistic terms such as the exchange
between the visiting artist and the local residents. Indeed we are aiming for an “exchange.”
Each of the artists will engage themselves with the community, nature and culture of each
region with distinct issues of concern. However, the exchanges are not about showcasing the
creative processes behind the works and having the artists build relationships with the residents
through conversations. What we are counting on is the sharing of a time-space between the
artists and the local residents through the residencies and the flowering of new understandings
that can only be achieved through those experiences, which in turn will renew the ideas behind
the words “Japan” and “Australia,” and finally give rise to a new relationship between the two.
We also hope that the experiences will be condensed into the works of art. The artists will
probably have ideas in the making within realistic constraints as they set foot in their
designated places. The actual outcome however, depends entirely on the “encounter” they will
experience. Here again, the project remains open-ended.

IV The Exhibition as a Passage

Again, the exhibition “Rapt!” will take place in and around Melbourne. The main reason for
this is because there are many alternative spaces in Melbourne. We chose galleries within
Melbourne universities, not-for-profit galleries, artist-run spaces and other public spaces as our
venues. Our selection is due in part to the fact that the Biennale of Sydney and the Asia-Pacific
Triennial of Contemporary Art will also be held this year, which caused scheduling conflicts
with large museums. As it turned out, this selection matched our intention to establish the
project as a “passage.”

1 An exhibition that is held in a large, singular space — even if the viewer can freely access
each of the works in the space — is based on a route that begins with an entrance where
viewers are led to read a welcome text, move on from the introductory work to the next in line
with a given path, and out the exit. This becomes a package that orients the visual desire of the
audience to see in accordance with the narrative created by the organizer. On the contrary,
neither a beginning nor end is designated when a network is formed among multiple small
spaces, leaving the route entirely up to the viewers. Here, a venue stands as a solo exhibition of
" “each artist, but at the same time, it is connected to another venue. In other words, our aim is
to make contemporary Japan permeate throughout the city of Melbourne. Each venue
becomes a singular point and together they form a constellation of venues. The result is a
homogeneity that is made from a buildup of heterogeneity. The duration of the show also
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depends on the venue, which in turn demands for a moderate amount of dedication and
concentration on the viewers’ part in order to see “Rapt!” in full. For example, the workshop-
cum-presentation by Atelier Bow-Wow, which will be held at City Square can only be seen for
a few days in late August, while a viewer will need to travel quite far to see Naito Rei’s
installation at Birrarung in Eltham. The effort however, of the viewer who becomes actively
engaged in touring and experiencing the project that is dispersed in and around the ciry, will
enable the exhibition to rise up as a “passage.” Some viewers may go around all of the venues,
while others may choose to visit a limited few. The context or narrative will not come before
the viewer’s path; those who go through this “passage” will be able to freely interpret what they
encounter from their own viewpoints and discover for themselves their own context and
narrative for “Rapt!” Their experiences will become the threads that weave together the
tapestry of “Rapt!” e g

§ It is our sincere wish that “Rapt!” will become a rich tapestry for you and that you will be
heartily rapt in our grand experiment.

[Hirayoshi Yukihiro  Curator / The National Museum of Art, Osaka)

[Translated by Kohno Haruko]
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