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A NOTE FROM THE CURATOR

During my fi rst visit to Tokyo, I stayed in a fl at just outside 
of the Shinjuku district; when I asked about the closest 
urban icon from the local metro stop, my host became 
excited and mentioned that the fl at was located next to the 

best 100 yen store in Tokyo. It was indeed an inexpensive brilliant 
store with colorful, beautiful disposable and collectible materials. I 
later learned that these stores were the by-products of the late 1990s 
recession in Japan. Unlike the US recession of the 1980s, which led to 
a sharp increase of generic products packaged in plain white labels, 
Japan’s recession led to the development of everyday commodities 
that were more colorful, excitedly infatuating and embraced as 
collectible fetishes. Koki Tanaka’s work is, among many things, a 
refl ection of the recession in Japan. More specifi cally, he emerged 
from the post-recession generation of Japanese artists who largely 
used their work to respond to  and explore the economic recession 
and its impact on Japanese life in their work. 
 The exhibition Nothing related, but something could be 
associated is a display of a new body of work commissioned by YBCA, 
as part of the Big Idea series titled DARE: Innovations in art, action, 
audience. Video, sculpture and photography are integral forms to 
Tanaka’s practice, while ordinary objects and everyday life are his 
primary subjects. Through playful and sometimes absurd actions, 
Tanaka challenges traditional defi nitions of art and beauty as well 
as the viewer’s relationship to these notions. Yet, much like the 
Fluxus artists of the 1960s, from the found or readily available 
materials he uses, Tanaka  paradoxically elicits the same degree of 
formal beauty that is associated with traditional art. From the pile of 
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OBSERVE, ASK, SUPPOSE

Rolls of pink toilet paper, a crate of oranges, red plastic lawn 
chairs, tin basins:  these are some of the objects—materials—
that have appeared in the work of Koki Tanaka.
 Collect, pile, throw, tie, sca" er: these are some of 

the verbs that describe how Tanaka uses the materials to make his 
works of art. In a sense, what is art-making a# er all if not aggregating 
and arranging disparate elements into a coherent whole? There are, of 
course, subtractive processes in art-making—for instance, carving a 
block of wood or stone to make a sculpture, as has been done by artists 
for centuries, from Michelangelo to Rodin to countless artists working 
today. Instead, Tanaka has released the toilet papers, the basins and 
the oranges from states of equilibrium to free arrangements on the 
fl oor by the force of gravity, and roughly tied the banal plastic chairs 
into a mound for him to climb on, rather than to sit on. Tanaka records 
these seemingly random or mischievous gestures and resulting 
designs as short videos or simple photographs, or present them as 
objects per se in the physical space of exhibition.
 An important aspect of Tanaka’s work is about the 
relationship between the world of innumerable objects we all live 
in and the possibilities of some of those objects used, linked and 
redefi ned in unexpected, ingenious and even ludicrous ways. In that 
sense, we need to make an imperative addition to the list of verbs 

above: “observe.” Take for examples: a photograph Tanaka took at his 
parents’ house of the dish with a mound of used bars of soap (Soaps in 
Their Hands, 2008); another photograph of the artist’s own hand, taken 
at the moment when he realized that he has the unusual ability to hold 
his thumb parallel to the rest of his fi ngers when closing them into a 
half-fi st (Monster in My Hand, 2008); and a beautiful swirling double 
helix created by a" aching colorful ribbons at the ends of the wings of a 
ceiling fan, inspired by the contraption used by street meat vendors in 
China (The Fly Never Gets Inside, 2009). These become the artist’s own 
sculptures precisely because he suddenly recognized the prosaic yet 
inventive and heeded a" ention to what normally does not warrant a 
note. Tanaka has stated, “Even things and movements that have hardly 
any signifi cance seem to contain something never seen before when 
they are singled out and looked at,”1 and it is this a" itude that enables 
him to go on the search for “the possibility of infi nite number of worlds” 
in what we customarily think of as a singular material world. The 
worlds Tanaka has created thus far are not quite infi nite but already 
many. Add to the list of descriptions above an umbrella dancing in 
mid-air and milk cartons placed in a single fi le on the road and then 
squashed by a car in an instant. Are these mere visual gags?
 All art—to be more precise, all serious art—needs to “ask” and 
“suppose”—two more critical verbs. Besides his quest for the “infi nite 
number of worlds,” then, what is the question Tanaka asks and what 
are the ways in which he supposes in his art? Despite the simplicity of 
his gestures, I have the feeling that the artist’s questions are not of a 
fundamental kind but are rather spontaneous, responsive to situations 
and contingent on contexts. Accordingly, in the group of works—or 
be" er, the web of propositions—he presents at YBCA (ranging from a 
haircut performed by a team of hairdressers to placing his artworks 
in a thri#  shop to showing his sculptures to a dog), then Tanaka does 
not expect, I imagine, his viewers to engage in every proposition. More 
exactly, I believe he hopes that his viewers will be stimulated by the 
various—some of the infi nite—possibilities to think again (or for the 
fi rst time perhaps) about the world of things and the a" endant, mostly 
automated, behaviors that govern our lives each and every day. 

red plastic chairs-cum-ladder in his work Approach to an Old House 
(2008) to the crates of oranges he tossed down a stairwell for Take 
An Orange and Throw It Away Without Thinking Too Much (2006), he 
dares us to forget, for a moment, that art is supposed to be a serious 
endeavor. Instead, he asks us to enter the immediacy of his work, 
without “thinking too much,” because if we do, we might just miss 
those decisive moments that shi#  his work into sublimity.

Julio César Morales, visual arts adjunct curator
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 Museum of Modern Art, New York

1 Koki Tanaka Works 1997–2007 (Tokyo: Akio Nagasawa Publishing O$  ce, 2007) 63.
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