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“On the Sense of Distance”
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Watanabe Makoto (Artist)

I am from Nakosomachi, lwaki, Fukushima Prefecture. | was a junior in high school when the
Great East Japan Earthquake occurred on March 11, 2011. My house was not washed away by
the tsunami, nor did | experience evacuation due to the nuclear power plant accidents. During
my daily commute on the train, | used to gaze at the blue tarps that mended the
quake-damaged houses. Despite the landscape looking gray, | was not that frightened by the
nuclear plant accidents. My life went on as it had before the quake. | later moved to Tokyo to
pursue higher education. It was this distance from Fukushima that gave me a clearer
perspective on the nuclear accidents than before. That is to say, the accidents as seen from
Tokyo made me realize how terrifying they were.

For a period after the earthquake, the news about the quake and the nuclear accidents was
broadcast on television every single day. Regardless of the fact that the quake disasters had
occurred in close vicinity to where | was, the more news | saw, the harder it became for me to
understand where they had taken place. This perception might have derived from us losing the
sense of distance between the world and our own selves, due to continuously watching news
footage of the disasters and the conflicts that have occurred around the world.

I studied oil painting at Tama Art University, but also began creating video art. | took interest in
issues concerning “energy,” such as coal mines and nuclear power plants, while also visiting
such facilities throughout Japan. | prefer a style of traveling where | can physically overwork
myself, such as spending many hours walking to my destination, or cycling hundreds of miles.
The entire process of my traveling itself is created into my works. During my trips, | use a
360-degree camera to capture the surrounding scenery, including my own self. At times, | also
dance at places that inspire me. Traveling for me is the act of engraving those sites that | visit
into the depths of my body.

I'hardly ever go over and talk to local people during my visits to many towns. This is from being
mindful that | am an outsider. Nevertheless, many people have approached me, perhaps out of
curiosity, since | always carry a big bag on my back, while also holding a camera. One of the
purposes of my travels is to conduct research, but | never turn my camera toward people. This
is because the existence of a camera changes the sense of distance between me and others. It
is also because the act of pointing a camera and taking photos of other people’s bodies makes
me feel guilty, as if | were stealing their existences.

The sense of distance between the world/others and oneself can only be truly felt based upon
one’s own physical sensation. Through the process of creating my works, | have continued to
confirm this type of sensory circuit.
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“Expanding Body”
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Igari Satoko (Curator, Iwaki City Art Museum)

At the root of Watanabe Makoto's works lies his profound interest in his own body. This stems
from his childhood near-death experience, when a traffic accident left him hospitalized in the
intensive-care unit with a broken rib puncturing his lung. When he encountered the concept
referred to as "kyotai” (‘non-substantial body”), which appears in Haniya Yutaka’s novel Shirei
(lit. Dead Spirits), Watanabe sensed that this concept linked with his own body at the time
when it was immobilized by the accident. This inspired him to create a continuation of Shireiin
the form of a video. Since the term “kyotai” was cited in one of the preeminent philosophical
novels of post-war Japan, it is difficult to recapitulate in this short essay. But if | were to borrow
the words that appear in the novel, kyotai” is described as “that which has never been, and can
never be." The artist himself interprets this term as liberating himself from external restrictions,
while also recreating himself purely from within. He describes this state as becoming a
ghost-like entity, one that can freely fly into the outer space. But what | want to point out here
is that Watanabe, who has consistently focused on his own physical body, harbors the desire to
express a realm outside human recognition through his own filter. Since anything outside our
recognition is inherently invisible to us, it is not possible to apply any clear verbal depiction.
However, Watanabe refers to the moment when an inexpressible state of his own body
manifests itself as the “floating body.” He considers this expression to be the absolute closest in
meaning to "kyotai” (non-substantial body). If this is so, then his method of expression to
document his own physical form on a 360-degree camera is the optimal choice to draw closer
to the physical body that has “never existed.”
While his central theme is his own body, Watanabe also employs several subthemes:
earthquake disasters; issues involving energy, such as coal and nuclear power; lanterns; dance;
and life and death. His works manifest themselves when these subthemes become connected
with the artist's body in a multilayered manner.
The Japanese title of both this exhibition and his new work is “Rinji rinko” (English title:
Circulative Self-Generation). This term appears in the book /waki Shiryo Saiji Minzokuki (lit.
Historical Records of Iwaki: Annual Events and Folk Customs), written by a Meiji-period
(1868-1912) scholar of Chinese classics, Osuga Inken. The term is said to describe the Jangara
Nenbutsu dance (Buddhist invocation dance). In the past, this dance had a stronger element of
the “furyu dance” (characterized by bright costumes, lively dancing and music) than it does
today. “Rinji rinko” (lit. “overlapping like fish scales, moving in circles”) is said to describe the
state in which an indefinite number of people in flamboyant costumes fluidly dance as they
weave through multiple circles of people. While this folk performance art is said to have had its
prototype established as early as the early Edo period (1603-1868), there are various ideas
regarding its origin. According to one theory, a dance that resembles one performed by an
eccentric monk named Hosai during the Edo period was then danced in Kasai, Shimousa
Province (the present-day Kanto Plain), which came to be called the Hosai Nenbutsu. This
Buddhist invocation dance is said to have eventually spread to Iwaki, and evolved into being
called the Jangara Nenbutsu Dance.
Watanabe incorporates the above-mentioned theory in his current work, Circulative
Self-Generation (2026, video). Dressed as Hosai, he dances as he travels on foot from Tokyo to
Fukushima. This work, created for this exhibition, is a sequel to Eureka (2020, video). Eureka's
theme centered around minimizing the difference felt between Iwaki (the producer of energy)
and Tokyo (the consumer of energy). While Watanabe traveled from Iwaki to Tokyo dressed as
a coal miner in Eureka, in the current work, he walks from Tokyo toward Fukushima. From just
seeing the travel plans of the two works, they seem to be mirror images of each other, yet they
do not possess a simple symmetrical structure. Circulative Self-Generation was indeed
created as the continuation of the previous work, with the aim of deepening the expression. In
the current work, Watanabe travels from Tokyo toward Fukushima as the eccentric monk
Hosai. He is clad in a costume, which he embroidered with the memories of Fukushima, as if he
were a living ghost of the past. Given that Hosai had never visited Fukushima in his lifetime, it is
as if Watanabe has turned into the ghost of the past dance itself while traveling in the present
day. The video itself also conveys a sense of expansion as if he were shifting to-and-fro
between multiple realms. It irregularly connects various sites and timelines, while also
intermingling multiple images. These irregular gathering and parting images in the video are in
themselves Watanabe's idea of “rinji rinko.” Moreover, the way Watanabe's figure that
repeatedly appears and intermixes in the video is his very idea of the “floating body.” Unlike
Eureka, for which he created a single “backbone” that could bind Iwaki and Tokyo, Circulative
Self-Generation circulates in a more complex manner, freely traveling between the past and
the present, and between heaven and earth.
Incidentally, as is evident from how Watanabe’s own face appears in the video, his works are by
no means created for the viewers to vicariously experience the scenery that is reflected in his
eyes. Nonetheless, we are suddenly thrust into the vortex of another person'’s subjective mind,
while also being seized by a strange sense of intoxication, as if our balance sensors were
violently stirred. We are engulfed by the perspective of the camera, the way Watanabe's hands
hold the camera, and also the perspective of the artist’s body. This flow of sensations, as if
Watanabe's body is expanding from his hand to the camera, and then into the video itself, can
also be perceived from the costume he wore in the video Circulative Self-Generation.
Because the costume is cut out in a shape to fit over the bag he carries, his appearance at a
glance is odd-looking, as if he were inflated from carrying the living spirit of the past travel
memories. Watanabe has consistently maintained an incredibly difficult creative attitude.
Specifically, his aim has been to boundlessly expand his own self, through taking in every
phenomenon he encounters during his trips, and then filtering them within his own mind. In
this latest video, Watanabe, who has taken off the glasses he usually wears, vacantly stares into
space. This means that he likely could only vaguely recognize the world as seen with both eyes.
Despite this, Watanabe expands his own perception through using a 360-degree camera—
seen as a novel bodily eye—while also gaining a new visual field that encompasses heaven
and earth. In lwaki, Fukushima, he danced, having internalized all that he had recognized during
his trip, including his own impaired eye lenses and the damaged globe he discovered. He
danced at The Riverbank of Souls in Taira, which was devastated by the tsunami following
the earthquake, as well as in front of the brand new shrine building at Kusano Shrine in Namie
Town, which was rebuilt after the tsunami. Watanabe Makoto just simply danced at these sites,
as he connected his personal wounds with those of his hometown.

(Translated by Nanpei Taeko)



