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Mukai describes her own work as “simultaneously performance art
and sculpture” —a description that captures the very reason

I was drawn to her work. The body that appears in her work

is part of the materials that make up the sculptural space—
Mukail establishes the space itself as a sculptural work

via the materialization of the body’s relationship with

other materials. The concept of sculpture in the context of
Japanese art history is still yet to be firmly established due to
the mistranslation of the English word sculpture in the Meiji era
(1868-1912), but understanding Mukai's work via the English word
sculpture can make it easier. If we look at the work only in

its exhibited state (the state after the performance),

we could call the work an installation piece; however,

the work prods us to probe further—beyond its categorial
classification as an installation—and consider what its “state” as
an installation represents, and presses us to reassess what
contemporary sculpture is.

Yumiko Chiba
Yumiko Chiba Associates
Jury of anonymous art project competition
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Mukai’s approach concerns a subjective treatment of

or an abstract confrontation with the complexity, immensity, invisibility,
and the intentional hiding of phenomena, structures, mechanisms,

and systems prevalent in our world.

She delves into those obscured worlds using her own body,

operating it by becoming part of their movement.

She creates artworks that function as abstract human-sized devices

for this purpose.

Performance that results from putting these personal and abstract
sculptural devices in motion, is not an effort to expose or change
certain aspects of the world; rather, it is a display of the potential of
an individual’'s own method of challenging and understanding the world.
An infinite—and ever-changing, based on location and time—supply

of motifs exists in the world for Mukai to challenge. I am particularly
fascinated at the recent development in her work that involves

others, not only as viewers but as part of the devices, and

what specific location’s relationship with her work brings about.

Teppeil Kaneuji
Artist & Sculptor
Jury of anonymous art project competition
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Approaching Fields of Eriko Mukai

Riku lioka (Curator / Coordinator of Mori Art Museum)
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More details here: Suzuki, Wakana. “Post-
Actor Network Theory and Contributions of
Donna Haraway: From Ethnographies of a
Laboratory to Ethnographies of Human-
Nonhuman Relations.” Japanese Journal for
Science, Technology & Society, vol. 29,
2020, pp.3-29.

Latour, Bruno. “Circulating Reference.”
Pandora’s Hope: Essays on the Reality of
Science Studies. Harvard University Press,
1999.

Feminist film theory, including that
developed by Laura Mulvey, also explored
the possibility of a different gaze by
revealing the existing cinematic gaze as
not transparent but dominated by one that
satisfies the masculine scopophilia, or
the male gaze. Mulvey, Laura. “Visual
Pleasure and Narrative Cinema.” Screen,
Volume 16, Issue 3, Autumn 1975.

Saeki, Yutaka. Imaging Knowledge and
Learning. Toyokan Shuppan, 1978. Kojiro
Nabeshima also writes in his book Metaphor
and Embodiment (Hituzi Syobo, 2016) that
metaphor is a human ability to

“superimpose one event on the other.”

Eriko Mukai has ceaselessly probed specific systems and mecha-
nisms prevalent in our world via the creation of structures and perfor-
mance pieces that imitate them. To name a few, she has dealt with
the mechanisms behind digestive organs, the blooming of flowers,
circulation of water vapor, slaughter of livestock, extraction of petro-
leum, government bonds, spice trade during the Age of Exploration,
smell, nuclear fission, movement/national borders, and water absorp-
tion of plants. Every presentation accompanies a performance piece
she calls “practice,” in which a performer (in many cases the artist
herself) showcases a mechanism by driving it into motion. This
performance is recorded as a video to be played later in the exhibition
room. The series of experiments is given the name approach, which
is each classified according to its subject matter and numbered.

We would be missing the point of Mukai’s explorations if these
endeavors of hers were to be understood in the same light as illustra-
tions or diagrams seen in textbooks. Unlike those figures that
instantly illustrate the point across, Mukai’'s structural and perfor-
mance work tends to be difficult to decipher at first sight; rather, the
viewers can gradually make sense of it as the performance unfolds
before them. What happens here is a dynamic process in which the
viewer’'s perception arises from the viewing experience. In fact, we
get this sense—the artist’s intention—in the series title approach, a
word that has figuratively overlapping definitions of “a way of dealing
with something” and “the action of approaching”: the series is
Mukai’s approach to her subject matter using all stages of its produc-
tion and simultaneously one that serves to approach—bring closer—
the viewers to the subject at hand.

[approach] from Concise Oxford English Dictionary
v. 1 come near or nearer to in distance, time, or stan-
dard.

(archaic) bring nearer. 2 make an initial proposal to or
request of. 3 start to deal with in a certain way.

n. 1 a way of dealing with something. 2 an initial
proposal or request. 3 the action of approaching.

a way leading to a place: the northern approaches to
London.

Perhaps it is necessary here to cover the actor-network theory and
feminist science studies that are infused in the premise of her prac-
tice. The actor-network theory, first developed in the 1980s by people
including sociologist Michel Callon and anthropologist Bruno Latour,
problematized the dualisms that characterized previous eras—human
and nonhuman, the social and natural world, reason and emotion,

etc.—and demonstrated that they instead are mutually dependent on
creating a social situation. The theory has mutually influenced the
feminist technoscience scholars and anthropologists Donna Haraway,
Annemarie Mol, and Marilyn Strathern since the late 1990s, creating
a major ideological trend to this date."* For example, in the

essay “Circulating Reference,”"? Latour wrote about a field trip in the
Amazon, choosing to examine the discipline of soil science as a case
study to understand the science studies. To help us grasp the
abstract and concrete not as mere dualist concepts, Latour uses his
detailed examination of the equipment and practices the scientists
use to reveal that between the soil itself and the researched (concep-
tual) soil in the realm of human discourse, there exists a seemingly
discontinuous translation by all “things” involved—maps, satellite
photographs, surveying instruments, soil samples, the pedocompara-
tor, Munsell code, diagrams, and so forth—which have a mutually
dependent relationship.

Latour has continued curating exhibitions since /lconoclash (ZKM,
2002), and it can be said that his influence on the contemporary art
world accelerated sometime around the Taipei Biennial 2014 “The
Great Acceleration: Art in the Anthropocene” curated by Nicolas
Bourriaud. The exhibitions, including New Rube Goldberg Machine
(KAYOKOYUKI, Komagome Soko, 2016) that | have curated, Impurity /
Immunity (Tokyo Arts and Space, 2017), and ARTS & ROUTES (Akita
Museum of Modern Art, 2020), have followed this school of thought,
and as evinced in Mukai’s participation in the aforementioned group
shows, her artistic practice can be said to coincide with this vital
current in the contemporary philosophical scene. Also, Mukai’'s explo-
rations echo how the feminist science studies scholarship has
surveyed empathy and other forms of care for the subject as well as
physicality, on top of the intellect, as key elements in knowing the
subject.” The following anecdote referenced by the cognitive
psychologist Yutaka Saeki in his book accurately captures the
essence of the artist’'s explorations:

At a meeting one day, during a chat with an architect,
they said, “When | look at a plan, | can surmise, without
having to do complicated calculations, from which part
the building will start breaking apart when an earth-
quake comes or will start falling away when a typhoon
strikes.” [...] When | asked how they could know such
things, they replied without hesitation, “Simply put,
you'll know by becoming the building in the drawing.
You imagine withstanding the violent shakes of the
earthquake or typhoon winds. Once you do that, you



see with your own body which parts did not survive the
disaster and which parts did.” "

Mukai prepares multiple footings to allow the audience to get closer
to her subject matter. For example, in creating her early representative
work approach 0.1 (2014), Mukai first wrote down a list of series of
actions required in the slaughter of a cow in verbs (to catch, to cut, to
place, etc.). She put this list into effect in her performance by acting
them out in chronological order on a structure she used in place of
the cow'’s body, aiding the viewer’s understanding with her motions.
In approach 5.0 (2016), which deals with the structure of govern-
ment bonds, the sounds of soybeans bumping into each other
repeatedly occur throughout the work. According to Mukai, how
such sounds in the work call to mind those of pachinko balls hitting
one another, and how soybeans are used as feed for livestock are
important aspects of the work. The associations of soybeans with
pachinko balls, which can be used to exchange for money, and the
distribution of soybeans to multiple vessels with the act of feeding
livestock serve as aids to the audience’s understanding of the work.

In approach 6.0 (2017), which is about intercontinental spice trade,
the transportation of spice and gold between continents is expressed
via a mechanism that resembles a scale model of a crane in a ship-
yard. Objects with various degrees of abstraction coexist in the same
space, such as the use of rectangles as abstract representations of
continents and relatively faithful renderings of shipyard cranes. This
juxtaposition of things of varying spectrums of representation contin-
ues to be developed with the use of multiple participants in her
following works including approach 6.7 (2020), which deals with the
formation of national borders as a result of the movement of people,
and approach 13.0 (2022), covering the production process of fabric.
In approach 13.17 (2023), which deals with the mechanism of plant’'s
absorption of water, Mukai presents her “practice” using a three-sto-
rey building, the result of which is recorded and then played on its
digital billboards, each screen playing a segment of her actions.

Another important thing to note is Mukai’s critical responses to the
themes of the exhibitions she participated in. For instance, in the
exhibition Impurity / Immunity, which employed post-Fukushima as
its theme, Mukai unveiled approach 8.0 (2017), which treated the
radioactive decay of an atomic nucleus as its topic. She created a
five-second long “practice” for this piece, and cut up the net—a mate-
rial she used in the performance—at the end, which respectively were
demonstrations pertaining to the briskness of nuclear disintegration
and permanency of nuclear accidents. Also in approach 6.1 (2020),

shown in the exhibition ARTS & ROUTES, which focused on Masumi
Sugae—a traveler and writer of the late Edo period who left behind
numerous accounts of his journeys having spent most of his life
traveling—Mukai treats the topics of movement and borders as if to
raise the audience’s awareness of the increased difficulty of travel as
a result of strengthened societal boundaries due to the coronavirus
pandemic of the time, and on top of this, the performance of this
work seemed to echo an immune system’s response to virus infec-
tion.

In this manner, Mukai creates an in-between space composed of
symbols and representations, the abstract and concrete, that allows
the viewers to get closer to the works’ subject matter. There, the
work will either facilitate the audience’s arrival at an understanding of
the subject matter or remain as mere objects to them—the creation of
a space of both these possibilities is characteristic of Mukai’s work.

As seen in today’s development of information technology, rapid
globalization, and extreme climate change, the era we are living in
reflects a complex intermingling of various phases. Mukai’s attempts
at making sense of the world entangled beyond our recognition in
connection with the physical body can be said to be a genuine
response to the zeitgeist of today. At the same time, Mukai has
expressed disapproval against the consideration of her work in the
vein of “a guessing game” or the institutional classification of her
explorations into genres such as sculpture, performance, or video art.
In other words, Mukai’s practice is a resistance against the world
getting compressed into collections of mere information; it belongs to
the realms of the entanglement, reaction, and confusion that

precede “knowing.”

This article is based on a previous article “Athletic Fields of Eriko Mukai” (2017)by
the same author, with major revisions and additions made based on subsequent

developments in her works that have taken place since.
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Hear Her Voice
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Mukai, Eriko. “Eriko Mukai.” Interview by
Mirai Matsuzaki. ARTnews JAPAN, 1 Dec.
2022. Web. Accessed 30 Dec. 2023. https://
artnewsjapan.com/article/1576

From a certain point Mukai stopped naming
her artwork based on the subject matter it
was about, and instead named them all
approach, followed by their version
numbers. I note here that I saw the word
petroleum before beginning to look at the
video of this performance.

IIOKA, Riku. “Athletic Fields of Eriko
Mukai” (2017). Web. Accessed 30 Dec. 2023.
http://turtle-c.com/text/field-athletics.
html

Eriko Mukai’s work invites us to take a step into a world neighboring
the world she is trying to make sense of or to actively “approach,” an
existing phenomenon; it is this key concept that points to approach,
a name she gives to most of her works. Based on her own reflections
on historical facts, scientific evidence, research of sociological obser-
vations, or occurrences that grabbed her attention, this approach is
her way of understanding the phenomena present in our world—the
result of which is reduced into materials of her making. The method
she has used, from her early work flowering by cell division (2013) to
the recent approach 13.17 (2023), which deals with “the mechanism
of a weed'’s absorption of water,”’ is consistent in how she dissects
the phenomenon of her choice into minimal components and recon-
structs those abstract constituent parts back into her interpretation of
the phenomenon at hand.

Let’'s look at flowering by cell division, which is a succinct
example that demonstrates Mukai’'s reduction of a phenomenon into
the world of physical objects. Appearing before the visitor is a hexag-
onal wooden shelf-like structure with a ball lodged into each of its flat
boards. Each ball is made so that air is fed into it from an air compres-
sor via a tube. As the air compressor makes a noise, signaling its
activation, the air is sent into the uppermost balls and down, slowly
opening up the sides of the hexagonal pillar outwards from the top
boards with the expansion of the balls. The white inorganic balls here
represent cells, the expansion resulting from pumped air represents
the increase in cells due to cell division, and the movement of plates
warping outward represents flowering—each component corre-
sponding to each process of a phenomenon. However, perhaps the
impression this work leaves behind is not such a resemblance; rather,
it is the essence of things that grab our attention—the ball-like quality
of the balls expanded by the pumped air, or the flexible warp the
boards made as a result of their expansion.

Having an educational background in sculpture, Mukai said—in
response to the question “What is sculpture?”—that “sculpture is
contemplating on that moment when a physical object becomes
something suitable to be called a ‘physical object,”” and that “The
materiality of a physical object is most apparent at the moment when
the form of it is changed by giving it a specific action.” '* Considering
how Mukai defines materiality, we are able to understand that the
objects that appear in Mukai’s works may not have significance on
their own. As seen in many of her works, Mukai uses thoroughly
prepared objects as devices or tools in her performance, and these
objects are only given meaning when Mukai, or other
actors, “perform” their function using them.

What does giving meaning to objects via performance mean

then—let’'s examine approach 2.0 (2016) to clarify. This performance
begins with Mukai opening the ceiling section of a device, making
several Styrofoam balls fall from it into a net hanging from the device.
Mukai then gets under the vinyl sheet casually laid in front of the
device and passes through it via the triangular shapes she repetitively
makes using corrugated plastic sheets as a tunnel, through which
she then pushes through an aluminum ventilation duct. When the
ventilation duct reaches the device from the tunnel’s opening, she
uses a long pole to pass the dropped Styrofoam balls through the
device end of the duct, past all the triangular mountains forming the
tunnel, to the other end. This work deals with “the discovery and
extraction of petroleum,”*?and as the performance unfolds, it
becomes clear that the process is evocative of that of an excavator
digging up a tunnel to reach oil reservoirs in ancient strata. Thus, the
vinyl sheet, corrugated plastic sheets, ventilation duct, and Styro-
foam balls are each given meaning in this process. Without the hint of
petroleum, some viewers may look at the performance and think of it
in relation to a completely different phenomenon. However, it is the
design of the work to allow the viewers to have their own ideas
about it, despite Mukai’'s intentions. As is already pointed out by
others, Mukai’s work is not intended as a mere diagram of a specific
phenomenon, but one that encourages others to engage in the act of
approaching an unknown phenomenon.”

The abstraction of a phenomenon in Mukai’s artwork in turn has a
tendency to lose its explanation and narrative. In approach 0.1
(2014), a work about the distribution of meat, Mukai presented a
performance in which she prepared a box sealed off with sheets that
she brought into the venue then hung up on a rack, removed its
sheets, handled the vinyl bags taken out from the box, and sawed off
the box in half. This echoes the process that involves cutting the meat
of the body that once was livestock, the meat losing the trace of a
livestock’s body, and the meat delivered up to distribution channels
as a mere object in a sea of products. Mukai extracted the move-
ments involved in the slaughter of livestock and applied them to her
performance in which she acted out its manual labor. We cannot
expect to discern the stories of those who engage in the slaughter of
livestock from the performance that makes use of the body and its
graphic appendages replaced by bright-colored, light abstractions;
however, we are able to feel closer to the sensation associated with
the slaughtering process by paying attention to Mukai’'s movements
that trace its steps. Getting familiar with the topic at hand may not be
possible, but the work will surely give the viewers hints to do so
(providing them with, for instance, the sensation of cutting through a
big lump of meat, the sensation of removing intestines then preparing
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This is why approach 13.0 (2022), presented
at the Aichi Triennale 2022 (Ichinomiya,
Sumi Memorial Hall), performed by
performers except Mukai, resonated a voice
unlike that of her other works.

Gilligan, Carol. In a Different Voice:
Psychological Theory and Women's
Development. Translated by Takashi
Kawamoto et al., Fukosha, 2020.

While I am sympathetic to Gilligan's
criticism of preexisting developmental
psychology in this book, I clarify that
Mukai’s voice we speak of here should be
seen, not in light of the dichotomy between
women and men or care and justice as
discussed by Gilligan, but more in terms of
the mainstream versus the voice of the
other.

them, the feeling of blood splattering down on you as you work
through the carcass...).

The mentioned abstraction and materialization of a phenom-
enon, as well as her performance that gives meaning to those, show
that Mukai depends on her sensibility rather than intellect in under-
standing a phenomenon. Thus, what Mukai's works present to us is
not an understanding of the world’s phenomena but her understand-
ing of them. This is why Mukai’'s works go beyond the realm of mere
reconstruction of reality and offer introspective and sensory experi-
ences to the audience.

Now that we've established the above, | am proposing to call the
meaning Mukai’'s performance imbues to her objects her voice; this
voice is the single most important attribute of Mukai’s work in my
opinion.

The voice | speak of here is the consistent tone Mukai gives
to all her works; it is her attitude as an artist. | am able to detect in
Mukai’s works a voice that is not intense but strong, tense but stable;
it is a voice of sincerity.

This sincerity perceived in the voice of Mukai’s works is
rooted in the artist’s own personal, tangible voice. The varied mean-
ings of the English word tangible, “perceptible by touch,” “clear and
definite,” and “real,” all are appropriate descriptors of Mukai’s sculp-
tural works. Also suggestive of “approachability,” tangible can apply
to the accessibility of the materials Mukai uses in her works (note the
vinyl sheets, plastic tubes, Styrofoam, etc. appearing in her work that
seem like those available at any 100-yen stores or home centers).
They are everyday, commonplace, and available for anyone to see,
touch, and obtain. Accordingly, the sculptural materials that Mukai
works with stand in stark contrast with the traditional sculptural
materials such as fine stone blocks or wood, and it is from this
contrast, from her materials’ tangibility, that her works acquire a voice
of sincerity.

Moreover, the meaning assigned to these materials via
Mukai’s performance does not reflect the truth, axiom, theorem, or
anything else that has found general acceptance, but rather a frag-
ment of personal truth.’ Thus, it can be said that the truthfulness of
this meaning can be measured by the degree of abstraction and
delicacy seen in Mukai’'s objects, devices, and performance.

So far, a majority of Mukai’s “sculptures” served to function,
not as visualizations of her understanding of the world, but as a voice
to express her understanding to others—a voice that does not neces-
sarily aim to lead others to enlightenment, but that has a willingness
to engage with them. | would like to think of this sincerity in Mukai’s
voice in line with how Carol Gilligan calls the voices of women “a

different voice” due to it being missing from the study of moral devel-
opment in psychological theory; how women voice their responsibili-
ties and decisions based on a different ethic than men, rather than
pandering to male-centric voices." Mukai’'s voice is one that exists as
an artist’s individual voice against the backdrop of the larger (general-
ized) sea of voices that have in the course of history told historical
facts, scientific phenomena, and social happenings. It also relates to
her navigation of the sculptural medium—which has had a male-cen-
tric history—in which she creates light, moveable sculptures, all while
using her own body as a key device, and her trust in following a
method she has selected for herself.

The world you see is not the only reality, that is why Mukai’s works
will resonate with those various voices of the world. Her sculptures
invite us to approach a plurality of ways of seeing the world that are
not generally accepted as proper. The fragments of the world Mukai
models her apparatuses after are meant to bring those plurality back
into our reach, to restore them here.
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approach 13.1 (2023) comprises a performance piece that uses the motif of the
mechanism of a weed's absorption of water, a video recording of the performance,
and an installation made with the devices employed.

The performance makes use of the devices set up throughout the three floors and
stairways of a building. The mechanism of a weed’s absorption of water is divided
into the sections of root, stem, and leaf, which are allotted in the upside-down order
to the building’s three floors and its connecting stairs. It is broadly split into the steps
that begin with discrete water molecules in the soil, which come together to unite
inside the plant, which are then broken apart again to be released into the air. The
space of the building is divided into intracellular and extracellular spaces.

3F: Water is absorbed from the soil, moving cell-to-cell across the root tissue
to enter xylem vessels.

3-2F Stairway: Root pressure creates a force that pushes water up through the
plant.

2F: Water molecules come together as a result of their cohesive forces.

2-1F Stairway: A transpirational pull moves water as a continuous column up
through the plant.

1F: Water molecules evaporate from the surface of the cell wall.

Also, video footage of the performance plays on three digital signage displays on the
building’s uppermost floor. Each screen plays a video of one floor and the stairway.
The videos are 30 seconds each, and they are played on a loop along with other
advertisement videos.

approach 13.0, created in 2022, was inspired by the process of wool production. The
production of woolen fabric involves the shearing of sheep’s fleece, then the wash-
ing, sorting, and preparing of fibers, which are then spun into yarn to be woven on a
loom into cloth. The performance piece was aimed at bringing together those discrete
processes that occur in various locations to observe them in one place. My interest in
fibers—a key material responsible for / (literally, “clothing”) of the /-shoku-jyu (the
three necessities of life, literally meaning “clothing-food-shelter”)—has remained even
after working on approach 13.0, and for my exhibition at a venue located at an
intersection in Omotesando (Tokyo's leading fashion hub), | decided to think about
mass-produced clothing as an extension of this preoccupation.

Cotton is one material that we use to make an article of clothing. Growing cotton
requires, to name a few, the consumption of land and human labor. The process is
simple when put into words, but the places and steps required to get clothing into
our hands tend to be elusive and out of sight or things we easily turn our attention
away from. Although the same cotton plant, there is an exponential leap between
cotton plants that are used as raw material to make clothes and those that grow as
wild plants. Performing that leap via the movement and material of approach 13.1 is
my endeavor to turn our attention to things that are out of sight.
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Eriko Mukai makes performance works based on mechanisms of phenomena

ing 1in society and nature. In her practice she tries to 1isolate the

mechanisms and reconstruct them as systems made out of motion and

atuses. Since these phenomena tend to remain invisible—either because
are too big or too small—she makes 1life-sized performances based on

these to make new structures appear.
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Compass of Compass (MEDIA SHOP gallery, Kyoto)

OPEN SITE 2017-2018 Impurity/Immunity (Tokyo Arts and Space, Tokyo, 2017;
BARRAK, Okinawa, 2018; Bangkok Biennale, Bangkok, 2018)
ALLNIGHT HAPS 2017 [Part 1] Daily food storage #3 (HAPS, Kyoto)
KCUA Transmit Program 2017 (@KCUA, Kyoto)

New Rube Goldberg Machine (KAYOKOYUKI/Komagome Soko, Tokyo)
akibatamabi2l Special Exhibition Thinking Abstract

(3331 Arts Chiyoda akibatamabi21, Tokyo)

t Residencies / Art Fairs
Tsushima Art Fantasia 2021 (Online; Tsushima, Nagasaki)
Tsushima Art Fantasia 2019 (Tsushima, Nagasaki)
3331 ART FAIR 2019 (3331 Arts Chiyoda, Tokyo)
Tokyo—Helsinki Exchange Residency Program 2023
(Helsinki International Artist Programme, Helsinki)
Kamikoani Project (Kamikoani village, Akita)
ART OSAKA 2017 (Hotel Granvia Osaka, Osaka)
Tsushima Art Fantasia 2016 (Tsushima, Nagasaki)

tion
Kyoto City University of Arts, Master of Fine Arts (Sculpture)
Kyoto City University of Arts, Bachelor of Fine Arts (Sculpture)
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