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Introduction

The research bulletin of the 21st Century Museum of Contemporary
Art, Kanazawa is a medium for publishing the results of the research
that is one of the tasks of the museum. The title of this journal, A, is a
mirror reflection of the verb “are” (R), which indicates the state of the
plural subject “we,” with left and right reversed. The “we” reflected in
the mirror is constantly surrounded by reflections of the “outside” of
ourselves, whether we like it or not, and this outside reflected in the
mirror transforms itself in response to our movements. As a mirror,
this magazine seeks to function as a site that reflects such a hetero-
geneous mixture of various aspects.

The theme of this special issue is “Museums and Sustainability.”
Our museum will celebrate its 20th anniversary in 2024. The issue
of sustainability has become even more important than it was at the
time of the museum’s opening, when it was already a key concept.
This is because we are now entering a new era of crisis, in which
the scale of human activity has become so hypertrophied that the
psychological turmoil brought about by environmental shifts due to
climate change and the rapid development of information technology
exert a profound impact on our society and our lives. As we look ahead
to the next phase of the 21st century, which has been transformed
by the global pandemic, the significance of museums is once again
being questioned, and efforts and initiatives at both a theoretical and
practical level are needed to ensure a sustainable future. Last year,
at ICOM (International Council of Museums) Prague, the definition
of “museum” was revised for the first time in half a century, with a
clear mention of “sustainability” as one of the roles of the museum.
However, while there has been much research outside of Japan by
cultural institutions on specific practices aimed at sustainability, this
has not yet been discussed as an issue in Japan. Rather than attempt-
ing to predict the future of this as-yet uncertain field, this special
issue focuses on examining domestic and international examples
of sustainability at this current point in time. We examine various
possibilities regarding how the idea of sustainability can be interpreted
and practiced in museums, and hope to provide an opportunity to
promote further research in this area, while incorporating perspectives
from outside the museum, including those of external contributors.

The Forum features three research papers by the museum’s
curators. The first is a report on museum damage and the rescue of
cultural property by an author who has witnessed rescue operations
in the aftermath of numerous disasters. The second is a discussion
of Michael ROWE's metalwork Lidded Container “Conditions for
Ornament No.28,” which was acquired by the museum in 2003, with
a new translation of the artist’s concept. The third piece takes up the
subject of the works by CHEN Wei, an artists whose works are in the
museum’s collection, analyzing and discussing his practice and its
shifts from the early 2010s to the present. While all of these essays
are about cultural properties and art collections, from the perspective
of the theme of this special issue, as the survival of humanity and the
Earth is at stake and the continued survival of museums and collection
formation is questioned, it will be necessary to examine the process of
nurturing a sustainable future through the role of museums, in terms
of collecting and preserving works of art.

Lastly, this issue of the journal has been revised in terms of the
number of copies printed, and is now primarily available in a digital
format. In addition, the print edition has been changed to paper cer-
tified by the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC), a forest certification
scheme, and has been published in consideration of how we can
work toward sustainability, even if in a small way. We would like to
express our sincere gratitude to all those who have understood the
purpose of the special theme, and have provided valuable materials
and information, as well as precious support and guidance for our
research and study activities in publishing this journal.

March 2023
21st Century Museum of Contemporary Art, Kanazawa
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From the Editor

It goes without saying that museums have long faced the question
of sustainability and what actions they can take to reduce their envi-
ronmental footprint. Many museums are aware of their responsibility
to address environmental issues, and recognize the need to use their
position as cultural institutions to promote the sustainable practices
that are touted everywhere. One way of entering directly into this
discussion is to incorporate sustainable practices into operations, such
as reducing energy use, conserving water, cutting down on waste,
and sourcing sustainable materials, but these practices also entail
institutional difficulties. The impact of climate change on collections
and the need for risk mitigation actions have also been discussed.
Against this backdrop, in 2021, the International Committee for
Museums and Collections of Modern Art (CIMAM) released a Toolkit
on Environmental Sustainability in Museum Practice. This toolkit con-
sists of six parts, including a Sustainability Action Plans by Museums,
which brings together a variety of specific examples, guides, and
tools from museums and related projects.” In addition, in 2022,
ICOM (International Council of Museums) adopted a new definition
of museums at its Congress in Prague, which was last revised at
the Vienna Congress in 2007 and was expected to be revised at the
Kyoto Congress in 2019, but was postponed due to a lack of time for
consultation. The new definition is as follows.

“A museum is a not-for-profit, permanent institution in the service of society
that researches, collects, conserves, interprets, and exhibits tangible and intan-
gible heritage. Open to the public, accessible and inclusive, museums foster
diversity and sustainability. They operate and communicate ethically, profes-
sionally and with the participation of communities, offering varied experiences

» %

for education, enjoyment, reflection and knowledge sharing.

The new definition sees the addition of keywords such as “acces-
sible and inclusive,” “diversity,” and “sustainability,” among others,
in keeping with the changing role of museums today. Roughly coin-
ciding with this revision, the year 2022 saw a number of protests by
environmentalists and groups, who demonstrate by throwing cans
of tomato soup and flour at masterpieces by Van Gogh, Monet or
Warhol. Many protests were held demanding that the governments
of various countries put a stop to fossil fuel projects. In response
to these radical protests, ICOM’s statement of November 11, 2022
expressed its desire to “acknowledge and share both the concerns
expressed by museums regarding the safety of collections and the
concerns of climate activists as we face an environmental catastrophe
that threatens life on Earth.” In addition to revising the definition
of the museum, the need and urgency for a museum response to

sustainability is accelerating.

In this special issue dedicated to “Museums and Sustainability,”
we will examine the question of “sustainability” in museums from
the present point of view, in an area where there is still little concrete
research on the relationship between cultural institutions and sustain-
ability in Japan, in the wake of recent growing interest in sustainability
and the decisive change in social conditions caused by the pandemic.
In order to question how “sustainability” in museums can be verified
from the current point of view, we present, with the understanding
that it is fragmentary, essays and interviews with a critical perspective,
including voices from the field regarding cultural policies and initia-
tives inside and outside of museums.

OSHITA Yoshiyuki, cultural policy researcher and professor of
economics at Doshisha University, has been discussing the sustain-
ability of museums from a cultural policy perspective, on the subject
of the “museum’s end of life.” In light of the theme of this special
issue, Oshita discusses issues facing “designated managers and
independent administrative corporations,” while taking into account
how “sustainability” was described in the new definition of museums
by ICOM. Several recommendations are made, including critical per-
spectives on the current profit structure, the history of the acceptance
of sustainability, and the setting of sustainable development goals
(SDGs) in Japan, with Oshita’s essay being organized according to the
situation and background surrounding museums and sustainability,
which is the premise of this special issue. Museums have long been
exploring ways to incorporate sustainability into their exhibitions
and public programs, including practical elements that involve using
sustainable materials in exhibition designs, highlighting environmental
issues in exhibitions, and offering education and outreach programs
that address environmental issues. An interesting example in this
regard is the experimental exhibition “Sustainable Museum: Art and
Environment” (Museum of Contemporary Art Busan, 2021), which
directly exposes the underbelly of the museum and questions the envi-
ronmental issues and sustainability surrounding museum exhibitions.
The exhibition is not intended as an indictment of the museum system,
but rather an acknowledgement of the realities faced by museums that
have been protected by the capitalist world order, according to curator
CHOI Sangho, who organized the exhibition. “Sustainable Museum:
Art and Environment” visualizes the various waste materials involved
in the exhibition and makes their physical costs clear to the viewer.
The catalog also does away with decorative elements and thoroughly
reviews the text layout in an effort to reduce costs. Through inter-
views with the curator in charge of the exhibition, this special feature
showcases the voices of the organizers, including how the exhibition




was organized and their feedback, and translates the “Manifesto of
a Sustainable Museum,” which was also included in the catalog. As
an example of exploring alternative ecosystems outside the museum,
the activities of E-WERK Luckenwalde, a combined renewable energy
power plant and contemporary art center in Luckenwalde, Germany,
are presented through a series of e-mail interviews. While many mu-
seums are recognizing the importance of partnerships and working
with communities, universities, and other cultural institutions to find
solutions to sustainability, practices by alternative spaces outside of
museums are also gaining in importance. In addition to introducing
the specific activities of E-WERK, which has a unique recycling system
that burns wood chips instead of fossil fuels to supply “art power”
to the national grid, with all proceeds returned to fund the program,
the presentation will also delve into the space’s innovative curatorial
principles, such as slow curation and “progressive deceleration.” In
this sense, the interview is also thought-provoking in terms of how
one might consider the future mission of the museum—especially
one thatincludes “21st Century” in its name, despite not even being a
quarter of a century old yet. Finally, we translated a discussion by Luiz
Alberto OLIVEIRA, one of the museum’s curators, which introduces
the Museum of Tomorrow, a massive architectural science museum
designed by Santiago CALATRAVA that reduces energy consumption
through solar panels and a cooling system using deep water from
the bay. Whereas the first generation of natural science museums
dealt with collections of physical objects, or “remnants of the past,”
this museum proposes a new model that “explains science as a pro-
visional and constantly changing collection of knowledge, exploring
a single tomorrow composed of multiple possible futures.” One of
the centerpieces of a major project to revitalize Rio de Janeiro’s port
district, the giant Museum of Tomorrow does not deal quietly with
issues of sustainability. Instead, it seeks to renew the classical and
linear paradigm of science through an exhibition structure based on
five grand themes: “Cosmos,” “Earth,” “Anthropocene,
and “Us,” while also bearing criticism. The museum poses ontological
questions such as “who are we?”, and “what kind of values will we

BN

Tomorrows,”

choose in the future, faced with a future of plurality?”

In this way, this special issue introduces the latest trends in
domestic and international initiatives and practices on the part of
museums and art spaces concerning sustainability, mainly from
the perspective of planners and operators. Of course, these trends
are unfolding simultaneously in many parts of the world, and those
discussed in this special issue represent only a few examples. The
ambiguity of the term “sustainability” itself also creates contradictions
among different practices. For example, the exhibition of the Museum

of Contemporary Art, Busan and E-WERK'’s attempts at “progressive
deceleration” seem to stand almost in contrast to the grand mission
of the Museum of Tomorrow. However, each of these represents a
practice with a physical architectural space that attempts to address
the idea of future sustainability, and this special issue constitutes
an observation of each of these cases from the perspective of the
present. The question of sustainability, which is advocated in every
aspect of the museum industry today, directly leads to the question,
“Why Museums?” It is our hope that this publication will spur further
interest and research in this area, and we leave it to the reader to com-
pare and further examine the discussions and interviews contained
herein. However, as the ultimate question of “What is worth more, art
or life?” is being debated with concrete, real-life actions, what kind
of sustainable future can museums create through the norm of art?
Alternatively, what kind of relationship will be established through art
between museums that question the notion of preserving artworks
for the next 100 years, and young people who are anxious about the
immediate future in 2030, when the temperature is expected to rise
by 1.5 degrees Celsius? We hope that this special issue will provide
an opportunity to further deepen the discussion on museums and
sustainability, without arriving at the simple conclusion “not anymore,”
or succumbing to extreme optimism or pessimism.

(KUROSAWA Seiha, translated by Darryl Jingwen WEE)

Notes:

*1 For more details on this Toolkit, refer to the following link: “Toolkit on Environmen-
tal Sustainability in the Museum Practice,” CIMAM, https://cimam.org/news-archive/
toolkit-on-environmental-sustainability-in-the-museum-practice/ (accessed: March 4,
2023) .

*2 The official Japanese translation of this text by the ICOM Japan committee can be
found here: https://icomjapan.org/journal/2023/01/16/p-3188/ (accessed: March 4,
2023) .

*3 An extract from the following statement by ICOM. The Japanese translation is by

the author of this paper. “Statement: Museums and Climate Activism,” ICOM, https:/
icom.museum/en/news/icom-statement-climate-activism/ (accessed: March 4, 2023) .
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Museums and Sustainability: What is this Potential for Sustainability for?

OSHITA Yoshiyuki

1. Introduction

At the Extraordinary General Meeting of the International Council
of Museums (ICOM) held in Prague (Czech Republic) on August 24,
2022, the proposal for a new definition of a museum was approved
with 92.41% in favor (487 for, 23 against, 17 abstentions). ™

ICOM first defined the term museum in 1946, at the time that
ICOM was founded. The definition was subsequently revised in 1951
and 1961, with the current model being adopted in 1974. Minor
changes have been made since then, with the definition being added
to in 1989, 1995, 2001, and 2007.2 If we assume that the current
definition dates back to 1974, this would be the first time in 48 years
that the definition was revised.

The word “sustainability” now appears under this new definition.
This section states that “open to the public, accessible and inclusive,
museums foster diversity and sustainability.” Incidentally, the word
“sustainability” was not used in the previous definitions.

Prior to the Extraordinary General Meeting, the last two proposals
for a new definition (Proposal A and Proposal B) were presented at
a special session of ICOM’s Advisory Council on May 5 of the same
year, and an online vote by national and international committees and
others was held on these two proposals. The results were announced
at the May 20 Advisory Council meeting, and Proposal B was selected
as the final proposal by a narrow margin of 51 votes for Proposal A,
52 votes for Proposal B, and 3 abstentions.™

In fact, Proposal A, which ended up not being selected due to
the difference of a single vote, also contained a statement on “sus-
tainability.” It read: “it researches, collects, conserves, interprets and
exhibits tangible and intangible cultural and natural heritage in a
professional, ethical and sustainable manner for education, reflection
and enjoyment.™

Comparing the two proposals again, Proposal A states that “the
museum will operate in a sustainable manner.” In contrast, Proposal
B can be interpreted as suggesting that “the museum will promote
public sustainability.” In other words, while Proposal A looks to define
what the museum’s own sustainability should look like, Proposal B
seeks to define the role of the museum in terms of the sustainability
of the public. Although both of these are important issues, the final
vote on ICOM’s definition of a museum can be seen as a hidden point
of contention.

As it is likely that most museum professionals in Japan would be
more interested in the sustainability of the museum itself than the
sustainability of the public, this paper will first consider the sustaina-
bility of the museum itself.
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2. The sustainability of the museum

2-1 “The End of Life of the Museum”

Regarding the sustainability of museums, | presented a pessimistic vi-
sion in my article “The End of Life (or Revitalization) of the Museum”.™
Since this is an opportune moment, | would like to discuss here some
of the reasons that led me to pen such a pessimistic essay.

At the time the author wrote “The End of Life (or Revitalization)
of the Museum,” the Cultural Policy Subcommittee of the Council
for Cultural Affairs had established a “Museum Subcommittee” to
discuss future museum policies (the author of this paper was also a
member of this subcommittee). The major point of discussion at the
subcommittee was the revision of the Museum Law, centering on the
registration system for museums. More specifically, the committee in-
tended to increase the number of registered museums through a kind
of deregulation so that museums established by private companies
would also be eligible for registration.

What does it mean to increase the number of registered muse-
ums, however? Perhaps it is expected that a more comprehensive
museum policy will be developed for registered museums. In that
case, the policy budget would naturally have to be increased to
match the quantitative and qualitative increase in the number of
these registered museums. If, hypothetically speaking, the number
of registered museums were to be increased by a factor of three or
more, and the amount of support for each registered museum were
also to be increased by a factor of three or more, the overall support
for museums as a whole would need to be about 10 times larger than
the current level. On the other hand, if the budget is maintained at
the current level or slightly increased, the increase in the number of
registered museums will simply mean that the amount of support per
museum will be reduced. Moreover, there is the concern that such a
change (for the worse) in the system may accelerate the “triaging” of,
or making of distinctions between, these museums.

Furthermore, the committee was conscious of the fact that if
they were going to go to the trouble of convening the Museums
Subcommittee to discuss the revision of the Museum Law, it would
entail the problem of there being other more important issues to dis-
cuss: specifically, the issue of digital archives, which ended up being
included in the revision of the Museum Law."® With the awareness
of this issue in the background, and in order to show that it would
be futile to focus the discussion in the Museums Subcommittee on
the registration system, and that there were other more important
issues to discuss, the author wrote and published “The End of Life (or
Revitalization) of the Museum.”




“The End of Life (or Revitalization) of the Museum” presents
three arguments, all of which are deeply related to the sustainability
of museums. The three issues are: (1) designated managers and
independent administrative corporations; (2) critical points in terms
of storage; and (3) the triaging of museums. This paper will focus on
the issue of designated managers and independent administrative
corporations, and examine it in more depth.

2-2 Is the revenue structure of museums sustainable?
At the heart of this issue of “designated managers and independent
administrative corporations” is the museum’s revenue structure.

At the second meeting of the Museums Subcommittee of the
Council for Cultural Affairs, a discussion was held on “measures to
strengthen the profit structure of museums,” which included the
need to establish a diverse profit structure that does not rely solely
on blockbusters in order to realize a variety of museum activities.
Of course, there is a need for museums to “strengthen their profit
structure” to some extent. However, it is clear that museums cannot
simply “strengthen their profit structure” through their own efforts, as
if they were earning pocket money, when it comes to considering the
issue of museum sustainability.

On the other hand, the efficiency coefficient for independent
administrative corporations is premised on “permanent cost reduc-
tion and an increase in revenue.” Naturally, neither permanent cost
reduction nor permanent revenue increase is feasible. In addition, the
current designated manager system and independent administrative
corporation system may have created the illusion that risks have been
absorbed and made to disappear by “transferring demand risks”
through outsourcing. In the first place, such demand risks cannot be
transferred.® In other words, the designated manager system and the
independent administrative corporation system, which entail “perma-
nent cost reduction and an increase in revenue” and the “transferring
of demand risk,” are weak systems that lack sustainability. As such,
the author advocated the need for a “basic income” for museums.

The author does not believe that a “basic income” for museums
will be realized in the immediate or near future, but rather proposes
it as a kind of ideal policy. In addition, it is difficult to assume that the
budget for museums will simply increase in the future in a society
faced with a declining population. What kind of policy, then, is realis-
tically possible? Here, we would like to examine the prospect of new
tax sources, or equivalent revenues.

2-3 Utilizing the introduction of an international tourist tax
The term “new tax sources” may seem intimidating, but in fact there
is an example that was already introduced during the COVID-19
pandemic: the International Tourist Tax (commonly known as the
“departure tax”).

Article 12 of the Law Concerning the Promotion of International
Tourism through the Promotion of Visits by Foreign Tourists (com-
monly known as the International Tourism Promotion Law) defines
the departure tax as “a measure to improve the environment for
smooth and comfortable travel by international tourists, to facilitate

access to information on Japan’s diverse tourism attractions, and to
promote the development of tourism resources that take advantage
of local culture, nature, and other characteristics unique to the region
in question.” The article also stipulates that the tax will be used to pay
for “measures to improve the quality of the experience and stay in the
region through the development and utilization of tourism resources
that take advantage of the region’s unique culture, nature, and other
distinctive characteristics.”

In fact, in FY2021, the Agency for Cultural Affairs used the
departure tax as a source of funds for the “expansion of tourism
content on the occasion of Expo 2005 Japan: 2.60 billion yen”; “Living
History (programs to experience living history): 1.80 billion yen”;
“the promotion of Japanese cultural attractions: 800 million yen”;
“inbound response to cultural properties and museums: 1.77 billion
yen”, allocating a total of 6.97 billion yen to develop an inbound
tourism environment that leverages cultural resources.” It is estimated
that a significant portion of this budget was used for museums.”®

2-4 Utilization of payments from gaming businesses
Another source of revenue that the author expects to see is from
casinos (gaming businesses).

On December 15, 2016, the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP)
and the Japan Innovation Party (at that time) submitted the Law on
Development of Specified Integrated Resort Districts (hereinafter re-
ferred to as the “IR Law”) as a legislative proposal, which was passed
and enacted by the Diet. The term “IR” is an acronym for “integrated
resort,” and refers to a facility that combines a large hotel, shopping,
conference halls, and other facilities, some of which include casinos.

Noteworthy from a cultural policy perspective regarding this IR
Law is the way in which casino revenues are used. First, Article 12
of the IR Law states that “The national government and the local
government may collect payments from a person establishing and
operating casino facilities as specified separately by law.” In addition,
Article 14 of the supplementary resolution to the IR Law states that
“in the event that the payment prescribed in Article 12 of the Law is
to be collected, the use of the payment shall be consistent with the
purpose of promoting the development of the specified multi-purpose
tourism facility zones as prescribed in Article 1 of the Law, and con-
sideration shall also be given to using the payment for social welfare,
promotion of culture and art, and other public interest purposes. In
designing the system, sufficient consideration should also be given
to the implementation of necessary measures stipulated in Article
10 of the Law, including the implementation of measures against
addiction.” In other words, the system is designed so that a portion
of the IR revenue is collected by the national or local government as a
“payment,” and that this “payment” is appropriated for “public benefit,
such as the promotion of culture and art.”

The connection between gambling and the promotion of culture
and the arts may be difficult to imagine. However, the Arts Council
England, often referred to as a leading exemplar of cultural policy, is
primarily funded not only by the government (Department for Digital,
Culture, Media and Sport), but also by a substantial amount of money
(about 40% of its budget) from the National Lottery Community Fund.
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As such, it is expected that a portion of the proceeds will be used for
museums when an IR is established in Japan in the future.

2-5 Creation of a “Museum Promotion Fund”

The new financial resources mentioned above should not only be
utilized as a budget for a single fiscal year, but should also be accu-
mulated as a fund.

As a reference case, the Japan Arts Council was established in
March 1990 as a result of a partial amendment to the National Theater
Law. Funded by a total of 70.6 billion yen, with 54.1 billion yen coming
from the government and 16.4 billion yen from the private sector, the
Japan Arts Council is used to subsidize cultural and artistic activities
centered on the performing arts.

It would be desirable to create a fund of the same size or larger
than the Japan Arts Council, preferably on the order of 100 billion yen,
to support the activities of museums.

2-6 Sustainability and digital archives

The Smithsonian Institution in Washington, D.C., USA, is a huge group
of museums that, before the COVID-19 pandemic, was visited by more
than 30 million people a year. This Smithsonian Institution has set a
goal of “reaching 1 billion people a year at the museums over the next
five years.” This, of course, does not mean real visitors: it is a figure
premised on digital archives and its internet distribution.

This does not entail simply shifting its business structure from
real to virtual. This goal expresses the Smithsonian’s determination
to change its relationship with society. Japanese museums, which up
until now have operated mainly through specially curated exhibitions,
can literally switch to sustainable operations for the first time through
digital archiving. In this sense, the “digital archive” can arguably be
expected to serve as a trigger for innovation with regard to the issue
of sustainability.

3. Social sustainability and museums

3-1 A history of how sustainability has been received

Next, | would like to examine the role of museums in relation to the
idea of social sustainability. To begin this discussion, allow me to
explore the reasons why the word “sustainability” was inserted into
ICOM'’s new definition of a museum.

As noted above, the word “sustainability” was included in both of
the two final draft definitions that determined the final vote in 2022.
On the other hand, the proposed definition presented at the 2019
Kyoto conference did not include the word “sustainability.” While
these circumstances might lead one to believe that “sustainability” is
a new concept that has emerged since the Kyoto conference, this is
not in fact the case.

In 2017, just prior to ICOM Kyoto 2019, ICOM established the
Standing Committee on Museum Definition, Prospects and Potentials
(MDPP) to advise ICOM’s Executive Committee and Advisory Council
on issues such as museum studies regarding the possibility of revising
the current definition of a museum. The MDPP submitted its recom-
mendations and report to the Executive Committee in December
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2018."" With the Executive Committee’s approval of the report, the
process of revising definitions for the Kyoto conference began in ear-
nest, and a public call for proposals for new definitions was launched
the following January 2019 for members and non-members alike.
At the beginning of the MDPP’s report and recommendations, eight
guidelines for a new definition of a museum were presented, with the
word “sustainability” appearing in two of these items.

The first item read: “the museum definition should be clear on the
purposes of museums, and on the value base from which museums
meet their sustainable, ethical, political, social and cultural challenges
and responsibilities in the 21st century.” The second read: “the muse-
um definition should acknowledge the urgency of the crises in nature
and the imperative to develop and implement sustainable solutions.”*'?

The former is about “fulfilling sustainable and ethical political,
social, and cultural challenges and responsibilities,” while the latter is
about “the responsibility to develop and implement sustainable solu-
tions.” Both items state that museums have a certain responsibility
with respect to the notion of social sustainability.

Meanwhile, prior to this set of ICOM recommendations and report,
in November 2015, UNESCO published a “Recommendation concern-
ing the Protection and Promotion of Museums and Collections, their
Diversity and their Role in Society,” affirming that “the preservation,
study and transmission of cultural and natural, tangible and intangi-
ble heritage, in its movable and immovable conditions, are of great
importance for all societies, for intercultural dialogue among peoples,
for social cohesion, and for sustainable development.” 3

Based on this UNESCO recommendation, the MDPP’s report and
recommendations state that the definition of a museum should reflect
UNESCO’s worldview and values, such as sustainable development.'*

As can be seen from the above, the concept of sustainability was
accorded great importance in the MDPP’s report and recommenda-
tions. Nevertheless, why was the word “sustainability” not inserted in
the proposed definition for the 2019 Kyoto conference?

In fact, in the report and recommendations, an interesting refer-
ence is made to “sustainability.” During the early stages of ICOM’s
discussions regarding the definition of a museum in 2003-2004,
“there was already a demand for addressing the development of
sustainability. However, the discussion at the time was deadlocked:
it fell back on a kind of self-criticism of the need to work within the
existing framework, and it was unlikely that a radical new proposal
for a revised definition would be forthcoming.” "'

Reading through the MDPP’s report and recommendations as
described above, three things become clear. The first is the fact that
the concept of “sustainability” is not a new one, and in fact has been
an issue for ICOM for 20 years. Second, although the inclusion of
“sustainability” was considered in the process of revising the definition
of a museum for 2019, the MDPP and the ICOM Executive Committee
decided not to include it, because it was unlikely to become a reality.
Third, although ICOM decided not to include the concept of “sus-
tainability” in the proposed new definition, it was deeply aware of its
importance. Indeed, the first day of ICOM Kyoto 2019 featured a ple-
nary session titled “Curating Sustainable Futures Through Museums.”

As for the fact that a new definition of a museum was discussed at
ICOM Kyoto 2019 in September 2019, and the vote (for or against) was




postponed, while one may very well appreciate that the new vision
of the museum as one that ought to be actively involved in various
issues facing contemporary society has itself become a mainstream
idea of museology in the English-speaking world in recent years, it has
been suggested that the biggest factor involved in sublimating this
new vision of the museum into the realm of an actual definition lies
in how insufficient time was provided to fully digest and examine this
prospect. This view appears to be correct. In addition, we can assume
that the inadequate discussion of the concept of “sustainability” was
a deeper reason behind the postponement of the vote.

3-2 The context surrounding the SDGs

It should be noted that in the UNESCO recommendation mentioned
above, “sustainability” was used in the phrase “sustainable develop-
ment.” The influence of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) on
this usage cannot be denied. As is well known, the SDGs were formu-
lated in September 2015 as the successor to the MDGs (Millennium
Development Goals), which ended in 2015, in the form of the “2030
Agenda for Sustainable Development.”

The MDGs, the predecessor of the SDGs, were compiled based
on the UN Millennium Declaration adopted at the UN Millennium
Summit held in New York in September 2000. The MDGs also included
“sustainable development,” with eight goals to be achieved by 2015,
including the eradication of extreme poverty and hunger, with certain
results to be achieved by 2015, the deadline for reaching these goals.

As these MDGs, however, were essentially goals related to de-
veloping countries, the MDGs themselves may have had little impact
on ICOM. In contrast, the SDGs were established as goals for all
countries, including both developed as well as developing countries.
As such, one can well assume that the concept of “sustainable devel-
opment” became a keyword for the museum when the various stages
of the SDGs were reached, and all developed countries became their
targets.

Originally, the concept of “sustainable development” was
developed by the International Union for Conservation of Nature
and Natural Resources (IUCN) on behalf of the United Nations
Environment Programme (UNEP) in cooperation with the World
Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) and other organizations in 1980, and
raised internationally for the first time in the form of the “World
Conservation Strategy: Living Resource Conservation for Sustainable
Development,” formulated in 1980.

To summarize, the concept of “sustainable development” was
first raised internationally by IUCN in 1980 and incorporated into the
MDGs in 2000. Subsequently, it was inserted into ICOM’s definition
of museums in 2022, based on the recommendations of the SDGs
and UNESCO.

3-3 SDGs and Museums

This is how the concept of “sustainable development” was incorpo-
rated into ICOM’s new definition of a museum after the SDGs were
instituted. The SDGs and the new definition of a museum were closely
linked. In fact, at ICOM Kyoto 2019, a plenary session on “Curating
Sustainable Futures Through Museums” was held on the first day
of the conference, during which a presentation was given on the

initiatives associated with the SDGs that had been put into practice by
museums, with a greater commitment to them being recommended.
Japan’s Agency for Cultural Affairs has also launched a new policy
called the “Innovate MUSEUM Project™” from FY2022, in response
to ICOM'’s revised definition of a museum. The purpose of this project
was to promote the strengthening of museum functions by providing
support for efforts addressing various social and regional issues that
will be newly required of museums in the future. One of these “various
issues” entails the effort to realize a sustainable society (including
measures to cope with global warming and regional environmental
destruction).

So is it enough for the museums of the future to work towards
some of the targets of the SDGs, and make a small contribution
to solving global environmental problems? This is not, in fact, the
opinion of this author. Rather, | have a somewhat critical view of the
initiatives associated with the SDGs. The following are three reasons
for this view.

3-4 SDGs have nothing to do with culture

First, the goals and targets associated with the SDGs are largely
issues of content to be addressed by institutions other than museums.
Furthermore, in the SDGs, culture is mentioned only in the following
three places.

Target 4.7

“By 2030, ensure that all learners acquire the knowledge and
skills needed to promote sustainable development, including,
among others, through education for sustainable development
and sustainable lifestyles, human rights, gender equality, promo-
tion of a culture of peace and non-violence, global citizenship and
appreciation of cultural diversity and of culture’s contribution to
sustainable development.”

Target 8.9
“By 2030, devise and implement policies to promote sustain-
able tourism that creates jobs and promotes local culture and
products.”

Target 11.4
“strengthen efforts to protect and safeguard the world’s cultural
and natural heritage.”

The above 4.7, 8.9, and 11.4 are related to education, tourism,
and cultural heritage, respectively, with no actual mention of cultur-
al promotion itself in the SDGs. Museum professionals should not
overlook this point.

3-b The SDGs have too many goals

The second challenge is that the SDGs entail too many goals. As

is well known, the SDGs consist of 17 interrelated goals and 169

targets. While some may argue that the number of goals is acceptable

because they constitute a global agenda, this issue had actually been

pointed out during the process that the SDGs were formulated.
Official discussions on the topic of the SDGs began in 2012,
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when it was agreed that an intergovernmental negotiation process
on the SDGs would be launched at the United Nations Conference on
Sustainable Development (Rio+20). The document that resulted from
this conference, “The future we want,” was adopted. “The future we
want” enumerates key issues that would serve as guidelines for the
development of the SDGs. Among them is the following statement.
“We also underscore that sustainable development goals should be
action-oriented, concise and easy to communicate, limited in number,
aspirational, global in nature and universally applicable to all countries,
while taking into account different national realities, capacities and
levels of development and respecting national policies and priorities.”
In other words, “concise and easy to communicate, limited in number”
was already nailed down during the process of considering what
the SDGs would actually entail, in order to avoid ending up with an
excessive number of goals.

Nevertheless, the fact that the number of goals and targets has
reached the unbridled figure of 17 goals and 169 targets is, quite
simply, a failure of diplomatic negotiation. Looking at the content
of these goals and targets, one notices that while some of them are
relevant to developed countries, the majority of them by far are more
pertinent to developing countries. Perhaps the developed countries
that wanted to limit the number of goals that would be binding on their
countries were unable to restrain the motivations of the developing
countries that wanted to include all the goals that succeeded the
MDGs. As such, many goals may have been approved without being
modified or adjusted.

The runaway proliferation of interrelated goals has made the
trade-offs among them more complicated, and as a result, individual
efforts have become complacent, self-satisfied acts, with no clear
judgment as to whether or not they make a true contribution to
sustainable development.

3-6 The SDGs Are Opium for Museums
Still, some might argue that it would be better to pursue the SDGs than
not to. However, there is a counterargument to that as well.

In his best-selling book Capital in the Anthropocene (2020), eco-
nomic thinker Kohei Saito, mimicking Karl Marx’s statement that
“religion is the opium of the masses,” proclaims that “SDGs are
the opium of the masses.” The reason that Saito used this radical
expression is the fact that “the belief that we are taking action against
global warming prevents us from pursuing the bolder actions that are
truly needed.”'® This is because the SDGs serve as a kind of cop-out
or alibi, preventing people from taking the more drastic actions that
are truly needed.

In the case of museums, while we often hear reports that “we are
working on target number 1 and 2 of the SDGs,” there is some level of
concern that such efforts are in fact hindering the essential work that
ought to be done. This is why the SDGs are called “opium.”
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3-7 Museums as “reformers of the future”

As noted above, the SDGs alone do not follow today’s global agenda.
Moreover, they are targets through 2030, and in a few more years,
discussions on the next global goals after the SDGs ought to begin.
The shelf life of these goals is extremely short.

In this context, what is being demanded of museums? It would
be to provide the unique values and philosophy that only a museum
could espouse for a new set of global goals that will follow the SDGs.
To tackle the SDGs in isolation is to become an “honors student in the
past tense” pegged to the year 2015, the year the SDGs were formu-
lated. In other words, museums are now faced with the opportunity
to revise the definition of a museum. They have a choice: continue
to be an “honors student in the past tense,” or become “reformers
of the future.”

Up until now, the museum’s gaze seems to have been directed
towards the past. Now that this new definition has been issued by
ICOM, however, it may be necessary for museums to turn toward
the future.

(translated by Darryl Jingwen WEE)
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fig. 4
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The total amount of the exhibition waste from Sustainable Museum: Art and Environment
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Uncovered module walls used in this exhibition
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An Interview with Curator CHOI Sangho on the Exhibition
Sustainable Museum. Art and Environment at the Museum of Contemporary

Art Busan
Interviewer: HANG Yishu, KUROSAWA Seiha

The environmental crisis is not a fresh topic in museum exhibitions.
Museums, especially museums of art, usually feature this topic with
techniques or artworks concerning specific social issues. However, the
sustainability in museum and exhibition industry was rarely discussed
through exhibitions. Sustainable Museum: Art and Environment, which
was held from May 4, 2021, to September 22, 2021, at the Museum
of Contemporary Art Busan, unveiled the backyard of the museum
and exhibition industry in a straightforward style, offering us a chance
to think about the environmental issues in the exhibition industry
and how to make museums sustainable. We conducted this online
interview with the exhibition curator CHOI Sangho to reveal how the
exhibition was created and asked for his opinions on some museum
management issues.

A brief introduction to Sustainable Museum: Art and
Environment

Exhibition statement:

There is widespread social discussion over the environmental crisis,
and the transition to eco-friendly energy has become an important
issue in many nations. Politicians tout myriad new environmental
policies and countless meetings of experts are held, proffering com-
plex solutions to the environmental crisis. In the field of education,
the environment and sustainability have become established parts of
the curriculum. Even the corporate world is increasingly concerned.
It is undeniable that environmental destruction is occurring rapidly,
as studies and reports continually present dire warnings. Sustainable
Museum: Art and Environment begins with the observation that there
is no mention of exhibitions, of resource-intensive spectacles and the
museum system that enables such exhibitions, in the era of growing
awareness of the environmental crisis. The intention is not to highlight
the hardships facing museums, nor to condemn them. The key point
is to acknowledge the reality of the situation facing museums, which
have been protected by the capitalist world order. In other words,
the fact must be recognized that current museum system, created
under capitalism and now near universal, are maintained at the cost
of violence towards and destruction of the environment. The future
envisioned by this exhibition must emerge from that which exists in
the present and, in general, that which exists in the present must first
be properly understood if we are to reach the future.

CHOI Sangho (Choi): | curated this exhibition after | worked as
a technician at a large museum, where | saw a lot of waste after
exhibitions like these. | felt | should do something about this. There are
some artworks that talk about environmental crises, such as the /ce
Watch series by Olafur ELIASSON. Blocks of glacial ice were moved
from Greenland to Copenhagen. It's weird that the artwork talks
about the environmental crisis, but it consumes a lot of fossil fuels
and emits carbon dioxide. | think there is a weird paradox between
making artwork and protecting the environment.

When museums started to consider sustainability in their working
process, | don’t know if artists have the same idea. | used to be a
painter. In my studio, | just move my paintings with one hand and
lean them against the wall. But after the paintings leave the studio,
they must be perfectly wrapped. They must be moved with two people
at least. When things come to video works, artists always have their
tech manuals. Most of them would like to ask for high-end equipment,
such as larger monitors, brighter projectors, and faster computers. |
think artists can take more sustainable choices into consideration.
The most high-end equipment at that time will be out of fashion in 2
years, right? Rather than telling us their maximum requirements, they
can tell us their minimum requirements. | am not blaming them. | am
just saying that not only the museum but also the artists should also
take some responsibility for their actions.

Some practices in this exhibition: uncovered cables,
bare module walls, less printed stuff, and maritime
transportation

Choi: In this exhibition, | showed works from old-style paintings
to works created in our globalized time. Besides the artworks, the
wastes from our previous exhibition were also exhibited. (fig. 1)
| did not use cable covers for this exhibition. Also, all the labels were
hand-written.

HANG Yishu (Hang): Did anyone disagree with your idea that leaving
the cables uncovered? Because it is not only about the appearance
but also about the safety of visitors.

Choi: Right, so | covered the floor. | only used 2 meters of cable
covers. Some visitors did complain about that, but after they under-
stand the concept of this exhibition, they turned to agree with my idea.
After this exhibition, | curated three more exhibitions. | don’t want to
use cable covers anymore.
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And this is the handwritten label (fig. 2). | hired calligraphers to
do this, and spent about $1000 to make about 100 labels. It was very
human-power-consuming and it took a lot of time as well. It took
about a week. If you use a printer, it would be done in 3 hours. We
must think about that as well, which one is more sustainable?

| used monitors (fig. 3) like this instead of using the vinyl sheet to
show text in the exhibition. It's hard to correct a mistake on a vinyl
sheet, but it is easy to do so with monitors. Of course, they consume
electricity. I'm trying to figure out which one is more sustainable.

Hang: | saw the news that some supermarkets have begun to use
electric ink panels to show the price of merchandise that changes
every day, such as vegetables and meat.

Choi: | tried to find electric ink panels as large as this monitor, but |
could not find one. This is the total amount of the exhibition waste
from this exhibition (fig. 4).

KUROSAWA Seiha (Kurosawa): It is amazing.

Choi: Is it? The ones | showed in the exhibition were from a previous
exhibition. The wastes of Sustainable Museum are 10 times lesser
than the former ones. We have reduced the waste a lot.

Kurosawa: How large is the exhibition area in your museum?

Choi: First-floor gallery where the exhibition took place is about 1500
square meters. The largest would be the basement gallery which is
around 2200 square meters.

Hang: You have used module walls in this exhibition (fig. 5). Do you
always use module walls like this?

Choi: Sometimes. After this exhibition, we are trying to use them
more. | am considering collaborating with scientists in this field to
create new module walls with other materials such as paper. Do you
use module walls in Japan?

Hang: Yes, we do. But we have to cover them with paint or wallpaper
tidily. Besides some artists’ requests, we never left them uncovered.

Choi: | see. | heard that the National Museum of Modern and
Contemporary Art, Korea is conducting some experiments and

seminars. It is not the walls that make up most parts of the waste in
an exhibition. They do, but it is more of the travels of artwork, muse-
um workers, and the audience. It is weird to use airplanes to bring
artworks talking about nature and sustainability, although we all know
air transportation is faster and safer. | also want to blame the artists.
Most of them may have dirty walls and tiny spaces in their studios,
but when they are making artwork, they are imagining gigantic white
walls. And as | mentioned before, they like to use the best equipment.
It is not only about the museums, but the artists and other people in
this industry. We all must think about greener approaches.

Hang: | must confess that although | have got a copy of your catalog,
and | love its design with one color ink and recycled paper, | still have
printed out some pages of it in color.

Choi: It is hard to read, right?

Hang: Do you think that the visitors have the right to know, or do
they need to know, or even have the responsibility to know the reality
behind a museum exhibition?

Choi: | think so. The data | listed in the catalog are not 100% exact
numbers. | decided to make a fact sheet after | decided to show the
waste from the previous exhibition. How much is the weight of an
average museum exhibition? How much electricity do we consume
in an exhibition? How much carbon do we emit during transportation?
We don’t know. Without the numbers, people cannot understand how
serious this problem can be.

Hang: Did any floor staff complain about how complicated you have
made their work?

Choi: Because this was the first time that we do an exhibition in such a
way. If we get used to it like the old-fashioned way, | think it would be
not that hard. | chose not to do it in the easier way because we don’t
have to do so. We don’t have to cover those cables; we don’t have to
design the labels. We are trying to get rid of things, not adding things.

Hang: You even did not print the invitation letters.
Choi: No, | sent them only by email. | also did not make any street
banners. And I'm trying to do it for my future vision. Our director has

changed recently, she may have a different opinion on promotion. But
itis just a way of persuading.
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Hang: Did you have printed work lists for the visitors? Or you did do
it in other ways, like using a QR code?

Choi: You mean the brochures? Yes, | did print them, but in black and
white. We only use one color of ink and eco-friendly recycled paper.
And | made a digital version of the brochure and the catalog as well,
available for download.

Hang: Was it easy to persuade your colleagues to work in such a
sustainable way?

Choi: At first, it was hard. We are a public institution, why do we have
to reveal our dirty secret? But | think it is not something that we can
hide forever. After discussion, one of our curators “lent” me the waste
from her exhibition.

Kurosawa: What kind of critics did you have on your exhibition
proposal?

Choi: The waste that | visualized in the exhibition space. Someone said
that you are making artwork like an artist, not a curator.

Hang: You have talked about the travel and transportation problem in
the catalog. If it was not for the pandemic, we would not understand
that almost all meetings can be conducted online.

Choi: Yes.

Hang: But when things come to the transportation of artworks, it
might be much more complicated. We still have the courier system
and a lot of regulations to protect the artwork.

Choi: What | have learned from this exhibition was that if | plan an ex-
hibition earlier, | could have had more choices, like sea transportation,
which has fewer carbon emissions. Most of the works in this exhibition
were sea-transported. But some of the works, such as paintings, are
very humidity sensitive, so | had to use the airplane. | tried to use sea
transportation as much as possible.

The planning procedure for this exhibition

Hang: When did you begin to plan this exhibition? How long have
you prepared for it?

Choi: About five months. It wasn’t long. After opening this exhibition,
| saw some mistakes and dilemmas. | want to do another exhibition
like this.

Hang: Five months! Shorter than | thought. You even have used
maritime transportation. | thought you might have spent one year or
longer preparing for this exhibition.

Choi: Maritime transportation did not take that long. It took about
four weeks.

Hang: Much more bearable than | thought.

Choi: Yes, it is. There are choices other than flights.

The selection of artworks in this exhibition
Hang: How did you select artworks for this exhibition?
Choi: It's hard to answer. | just researched.

Hang: Is it more about the themes of the artworks?

Choi: Yes. The theme of the exhibition was too strong that the art-
works may be forced to leave the center of this exhibition. | used the
artworks as materials to critique this situation. But artists who partic-
ipated in this exhibition, especially those who made new artworks for
this exhibition, really agreed with the theme. | gave this wall to KIM
Sylbee, who made a video work. | said that | don’t want to paint this
wall white because | don’t want to waste any paint. Why not, she said.
For the audience, the artwork was not displayed in the best condition,
maybe. But if think of it as an experiment, it is quite fun.

Hang: And she also contributed an article to the catalog. She has the
same idea as yours and asked do video artists really need to use the
best equipment to prove the difference between them and YouTubers.

Choi: Yes. And there’s JANG Jongwan who is a painter. He made two
of the same paintings. He used sustainable paints for one painting
and for the other painting which is the same used professional ones.
It was interesting too.

Hang: How many new artworks were included in this exhibition?
Choi: About 30% to 40%, | think.

Hang: You asked artists to make new works with the theme of the
exhibition.

Choi: Yes, | also gave them another mission, to make their new works
sustainable.

Hang: Was there any discussion with you during their working pro-
cess or did anyone have any questions on the theme?

Choi: Yes. The question | got most was not about the exhibition theme,
but which is the most sustainable way to do it. There have been lots of
exhibitions with a similar theme. | think this subject is very important
and in fashion right now.
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Hang: 57 artists and artist groups, 88 artworks are shown in this
exhibition. It was quite a large quantity.

Choi: Because | wanted to show as many artists as possible. Why
not show the greatest number of artists and artworks under the same
budget? | think that is quite sustainable. For the visitors, in one trip you
seem like a lot of artworks. Sometimes we show only 6 to 7 artists,
but with a similar budget. There is nothing wrong with it, but for this
exhibition, | just want to show more.

Hang: One or two artworks from one artist.
Choi: Yes.

Hang: Was it difficult to work with such a quantity of artists in a
short time?

Choi: Some of the works were from the collections of other insti-
tutions. Shipping was hard because | really did not want to use air
transportation. For the curation part, it was not so difficult.

Hang: You have mentioned that about 30% to 40% of the works
were newly created. How many curators have worked with you on

this exhibition?

Choi: It was only me and an assistant curator who oversaw this
exhibition.

Hang: How many collection works were included in this exhibition?
Choi: Only two were from our collection, and about 30% were from
local institutions and galleries, others were loaned from oversea
institutions and galleries.

Hang: Do you always work with local institutions closely?

Choi: Depends on the theme of our exhibition.

Hang: Is it easy to loan and lend collections between public institu-
tions in Korea?

Choi: Yes, it is not so hard if we can contact them six months ahead
of an exhibition.

The Manifesto
Hang: Have you referred to any existing manifesto when you wrote it?

Choi: | researched a lot about the manifesto. | like the Manifesto of
Futurism especially. There is also Russell-Einstein Manifesto. The
manifesto | wrote is only my opinion, not everyone in my museum
agreed. | think writing a manifesto is to announce that I’'m going to
do something about this. And there are some great books about
sustainability.

The influence of this exhibition on other staff and later
exhibitions

Hang: You have mentioned that some of the choices you made in this
exhibition have been continued in your later exhibitions. Can you give
us some examples?

Choi: It was hard to continue. In my later exhibition, | still did a lot
of construction. | built a lot of stairs and slopes because the theme
was about children. It really depends on the theme of the exhibition,
That's the dilemma | have right now. Sustainable Museum was the first
exhibition | curated, as | used to work as an artist and a technician. |
got a good budget for the children exhibition. That's hard for me not
to build more. For public institutions that have quite a lot of budgets,
it's hard. Although | know that it will generate a lot of exhibition waste
from this 8-month long exhibition.

Hang: Nowadays, museum exhibitions are more like spectacles. If we
have enough budget, we just want to make it fancier.

Choi: For Instagram and other SNS. But some people would say, just
let the artwork be itself. If | build more designed stuff like walls, we
are seeing the walls, not the artwork. | am still researching how to
keep the balance among artworks, visual effects, and sustainability.

Kurosawa: Do you think this exhibition has influenced the other
curators in your museum? \What were their reactions?

Choi: | think they have been influenced. We all knew that there would
be tons of waste after an exhibition. Now we are more aware of it. We
are trying to reduce the space design and construction and reuse the
walls. We are trying to do it greener.

Kurosawa: Did you get any feedback from visitors?

Choi: Yes, most of them did not know the transportation and travel
behind an exhibition. They were also shocked by the exhibition waste.

Kurosawa: It is hard to imagine waste for curators as well. We know
the construction but never care about the waste.

Choi: Yes.
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Museum collection management

Kurosawa: The ways to utilize museum collections other than exhibi-
tions are often discussed recently. There is a criticism of accessioning
new collections. Because there are too many artworks, expanding
the collection itself is almost impossible in terms of limited storage.
For contemporary art, installation works are getting larger and larger.
Also, contemporary art’s expressions are too diverse for building a
systematic museum collection. What is your personal opinion, or your
museum’s direction on expanding the museum collection?

Choi: We basically focus on video and new media artworks, so we do
not need huge storage space because, for most works, we only keep
their digital copy. Artists should also think about how the artworks will
eventually be destroyed or how to be stored in the museum collection.
But they always focus on making and showing them only. Artists are
important in this problem; they are responsible as well as museums.
Some artworks are hard to fit in the existing storage area, we must
find or build a new space for them.

Kurosawa: Do you still think expanding the museum collection is
important?

Choi: Yes, | think they should be collected by museums for the future
generation.

What is sustainability in the museum?

Kurosawa: This exhibition is titled Sustainable Museum, but it is hard
to define sustainability, right? We always think sustainability is reduc-
ing carbon emissions and waste. But you also talked about human
labor in the exhibition. Some practices are more sustainable at the
expense of workers’ mental or physical tough work. How do you see
this kind of paradox? What is “sustainability” for you at this moment?

Choi: | do not think | have an answer for it now. | mentioned that |
had avoided using cable covers in this exhibition. But if we begin to
say that cable covers are bad immediately, then the industry may be
in trouble, right? | don’t think it is sustainability like just saying | don’t
use this, | don’t use that. I'm still figuring it out.

CHOI Sangho

A curator at the Museum of Contemporary Art Busan. He continues to critically reflect
on the process of production, distribution, and consumption of exhibitions. His recent
curatorial projects are Sustainable Museum: Art and Environment (2021), An Exhibition
with Little Information (2022), and The Postmodern Child (2023).

HANG Yishu

Registrar at 21st Century Museum of Contemporary Art, Kanazawa. Born in Nanjing, Chi-
na in 1990. Completed graduate studies at Tokyo University of the Arts. After working as
an assistant curator at the Yayoi Kusama Museum, she assumed her current position in
September 2022. Major exhibitions she has been in charge of include “Shell of Phantom
Light” (2023), “ZERO IS INFINITY, ZERO and Yayoi Kusama” (2020, Yayoi Kusama Mu-
seum, Tokyo), “World Art Tokyo: Vibrant Planet -If the world is our vibration-" (Art Fair
Tokyo 2019).

KUROSAWA Seiha

Assistant Curator, 21st Century Museum of Contemporary Art, Kanazawa. Completed
graduate studies at Tokyo University of the Arts. Major exhibitions include “The Timeless
Imagination of Yves Klein: Uncertainty and the Immateriality” (2022). Co-curator of the
Thailand Biennale Korat 2021 (various locations in Nakhon Ratchasima Province), curator
of “ZERO IS INFINITY: ZERO and Yayoi Kusama” (2020, Yayoi Kusama Museum, Tokyo),
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Manifesto of a Sustainable Museum™
CHOI Sangho

For the future generations of museums, much less responsible for the environmental crisis but much
more vulnerable in the wake of the crisis.
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It should be remembered that the majority of museums, bound
by capitalist demands for continuing profitability, opt for the
fastest possible methods or the most cost-effective materials
even artists do likewise with the artworks themselves.”? Why
waste time and money on details that the audience will not
notice?

We are speaking on this occasion, not as members of whatever
art movement from whatever nation, continent, or creed, but
as members of the human species, whose continual existence
is in question.™

The current museum system cannot be considered ideal.

We merely await a turning point, the inevitable collapse of the
current system, and none of us have yet attempted a radical
change.

Criticism toward the museum system (even if futile) is useful
whilst simply awaiting revolution: the time when the revolu-
tionaries are hardly influential. A dynamic period is the most
critical for those revolutionaries.

Revolution is not spontaneous. Revolution anticipates and
prepares.

Revolution is not the invention of locomotives, but the invention
of emergency brakes to stop locomotives about to derail.

We must plan for the emergence of fundamentally new needs
and aspirations.

Taking extreme measures leads to radical results.
It is all too easy, yet inappropriate, to attack the radicals, criti-
cize scholars ignoring practical struggles, or mock people who

believe that the changes of an individual can bring changes to
the environment.

Manifesto of a Sustainable Museum
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The essence of criticism is that it must account as precisely
as possible for the perspectives of the person acting.™ In art,
however, this is gene rally very difficult.

If we stop talking about something for three days, it is as if
it did not exist.” If there is a problem, we must declare that
there is a problem.

When someone—regardless being supported by the media
or corporations—declares that there is a problem within the
system, it is likely to be true, and it may be worth paying
attention.

New ideas will help dismantling the linear museum system
more rapidly.

Innovative plans can be indistinguishable from those that pro-
voke ridicule. If boredom is counterrevolutionary, fun should
be revolutionary.

When all options appear likely to fail, a seemingly unlikely
solution might become more attractive.

We tend to rely upon morality, common sense, emotional
appeals, etc.® without proper consideration of rational argu-
ments. However well-intentioned, such impassioned pleas
in themselves merely denounce the external consequences
of the system, without tackling the real problem.

The truth lies in the denial of external consequences.”

Any fundamental transition must be achieved within the
existing institutional framework, even if it is reformative.
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In the field of art (or in any area for elites) anything can be
discussed, but often discussion is all that occurs.

Discussions should end with practical proposals. Once
approved through discussion, a bill must be drawn up imme-
diately. The more determined and the swifter our actions, the
less blood will be shed.

Every individual has the right to voice their criticisms,
demands, opinions, achievements, desires, analyses, fan-
tasies, and problems. The coming together, Agreement,
and harmony of a wide diversity of viewpoints can trigger
the best outcomes.

Humans do not react only passively to the dictates of struc-
tures. They also actively respond to emerging possibilities and
changing environments.

We should avoid outdated, passive and stagnant tactics such
as large-scale demonstrations and protests. Most important
is to invent and experiment with new and unpredictable
tactics.

A good artist might prove adept at coming up with and explor-
ing unconventional tactics.

Art, as with all human activities that require original creativity
and are non-productive and reproductive, is crucial in devel-
oping progressive strategies.™

We must not ask our preferred group what action should be
taken because they do not have the solutions.

We must learn to think in a new way. We must learn to ask
ourselves.
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First and foremost, what interferes with our properly under-
standing the situation is that the term ’art’ feels vague and
abstract. So little do we realize that art itself and everything
connected with art is at risk.

Due to the obvious impossibility of abandoning art, we will not
consider this as an Alternative.

Art does not exist merely to be sanctified within the walls of
museums.

The illusion of art should be eliminated. The hope that art alone
can change society is fantasy. Thus, it has never come to pass.

We must move beyond the presupposition within museums
that artists represent excellence in every field of endeavor.”

Art is a necessary commodity to make life bearable. As such,
professional artists have gained exclusive rights to art produc-
tion. Through this monopoly, professional artists have become
disconnected from society. They have not achieved their own
way of life and have even become cut off from one another
due to competition.

We propose that the active participation of the non-artistic
world be sought. We encourage the involvement of all those
who are not critics, dilettantes, or professional artists. Such
engagement will allow for resilience and flexibility. Ultimately,
all will become artists on a higher level.

Real life (also) exists outside art.
Good art is semi-permanently preserved. Mediocre art drifts

and consumes the most resources. Bad art is fortunately
disposed of quickly.
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Good art is mindful of the entire process. How to create art
is important, but how art is preserved or discarded is equally
important.

Too much art is confined within monolithic buildings. Captivity
demands management and management requires resources.

This museum will no longer be bound by conventions.

What has not yet been attempted is purely welcomed.

Manifesto of a Sustainable Museum

Notes:

*1 Some parts of this declaration were aided by the writings of the Situationist Interna-
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tional as well as declarations by various other artistic movements. In particular, the
Situationist International is also closely related to the May 1968 uprisings, and the

" ow

codes issued by French students at the time are as follows. “Act”, “Spend more, die

faster”, “Do not work”, “Liberate enthusiasm”, “Other worlds are possible”, “Demand
", “Prohibit prohibitions”, *
“The more you love, the more you revolutionize”, “Even if you starve, you can’t stand

The Struggle continues”. See On the Poverty

the impossible”, Destruction is the passion of creation”,

boredom”, “Elections change nothing”, *
of Student Life by Students of the University of Strasbourg and Situationist International,
trans. Min Yoo-gi (Seoul: Chaeksesang, 2016) for more information.

Détournement from Guy Debord, Comments on the Society of the Spectacle, trans.
Yoo Jae-hong (Seoul: Woolryeok), p. 147.

Détournement from Russell-Einstein Manifesto issued in 1955 by British philosopher
Bertrand Russell (1872-1970) and American physicist Albert Einstein (1879-1955),
which high-lighted the dangers posed by nuclear weapons and urged for the
peaceful use of technology [Einstein signed this manifesto the day before his
death]. Détournement from Walter Benjamin, Theses on the Philosophy of History,
trans. Choi Seong-man (Seoul: Gil), p.356.

Carl von Clausewitz, On War, trans. Kim Man-soo (Seoul: Galmuri, 2019), p. 191.

Guy Debord, op.cit., p. 39.

Détournement from Guy Debord, Society of the Spectacle, trans. Yoo Jae-hong
(Seoul: Woolryeok, 2014), p. 192.

Ibid., p. 188.

Derek Wall, The Rise of the Green Left, trans. Cho Yoo-jin (Seoul: Ihaksa, 2013),
p. 225.

Détournement from Guy Debord, Society of the Spectacle, trans. Yoo Jae-hong
(Seoul: Woolryeok, 2014), p. 58.

Fist published: Sustainable Museum: Art and Environment, exh. cat. Busan: Museum
of Contemporary Art Busan, 2022, pp. 32-34.

The digital version of the exhibition catalogue is accessible via the link below.
https://www.busan.go.kr/moca_en/exhibition01/1488230
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fig.1  E-WERK Luckenwalde X
E-WERK Luckenwalde entrance, 2019.
Copyright of E-WERK Luckenwalde and Ben Westoby.
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E-WERK Luckenwalde
Interviewer: KUROSAWA Hiromi

E-WERK Luckenwalde in Luckenwalde, Germany is a unique combi-
nation of a renewable energy and a contemporary art center, housed
in a twentieth-century coal-fired. Opening in 2019 and co-directed
by artist Pablo WENDEL and curator Helen TURNER, the facility
aims for autonomy through art; it burns waste wood chips instead of
fossil fuels to provide Kunststrom (“art-power” electricity) to the grid,
with all proceeds going to E-WERK, establishing a unique system of
circulation. The following text is based on an email interview con-
ducted in January 2023, introducing E-WERK’s practice of exploring
alternative ecosystems that do not depend on established systems
of art and economy.
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Text by SAKAGUCHI Chiaki

Introduction

Fifty kilometers south of Berlin and a forty-minute train ride away,
Llckenwalde is a small town with a population of 21,000, of which
industries flourished from the beginning of the 20th century to the
postwar period in the German Democratic Republic (former East
Germany). The town has a number of industrial legacies, including a
hat factory designed by architect Erich MENDELSOHN in the 1920s.
After the unification of East and West Germany, its population had
decreased by 6,000 due to economic stagnation.” In recent years, the
town has been regenerating through a new economic plan.

E-WERK Luckenwalde was established in 1913 as a lignite-fired
power plant, supplying electricity to factories and residences in
Luckenwalde, but ceased operations in 1989 amid the political turmoil
caused by the fall of the Berlin Wall. After being temporarily used
as a vocational training facility for the unemployed people, it never
reopened as a power plant.

In 2017, Performance Electrics gGmbH (Performance Electrics), a
non-profit power company led by artist Pablo WENDEL, purchased the
building of the power plant. The company renovated the power plant
with the vision of turning it into a sustainable Kunststrom Kraftwerk
(Art Power Plant) that burns locally sourced waste wood chips to
produce electricity and supply power to the German national grid,
as well as a large-scale contemporary art center. In 2019, the new
E-WERK Luckenwalde opened its doors with the music and perfor-
mance festival “POWER NIGHT,” and the power plant’s machinery
was switched on for the first time in 30 years.




Facility overview

E-WERK's architecture was renovated with as much of the original
Jugendstil designs as possible, with each floor serving a different
purpose. The basement is the heart of the power plant. It can be used
for metalworking and woodworking, as well as a studio for artists.
Floor 1 is the core of the art center, with a large turbine hall with a floor
area of 350 square meters and a ceiling height of 8 meters, along with
three smaller galleries for exhibitions, events, and performances. Floor
2 hosts artist studios and residency spaces, providing inexpensive and
spacious accommodation for artists struggling with the rising rent
Berlin. The 10,000-square-meter site, where the E-WERK building is lo-
cated, also houses “FLUXDOME,” a geodesic dome-pavilion designed
by the Stuttgart-based art collective umschichten that accommodates
up to 500 people, along with “TRAFO,” a low-carbon kitchen designed
by artists/designer Samuel TREINDL using building scraps. E-WERK
offers contemporary art exhibitions roughly every quarter of the year,
accompanied by a year-round program including performances, music
festivals, workshops, and international artists in residence, and during
the pandemic online projects and discussions, too.

The power generation mechanism at E-WERK

E-WERK has adopted wood biomass power, a renewable energy
source that reuses the facilities of the former coal-fired power plant,
providing a stable supply of energy in place of fossil fuels. Compared
to coal, which takes millions of years to fossilize and is not reusable
once combusted, wood is considered a carbon-neutral, balanced
energy source."”® With technical assistance from Spanner Re2, a man-
ufacturer specializing in equipment for natural energy application, the
mechanical equipment of the 1913 coal power plant was converted
into a state-of-the-art wood gasification (pyrolysis) system. The com-
busted wood chips come from scrap wood sourced from several
companies in Luckenwalde, including a cable drum factory and a
playground equipment company. These partners source their wood
from forest management companies that reforest trees, maintaining
a renewable and sustainable feedstock cycle. Locally collected waste
materials are transported via a mechanical conveyor belt, a furnace,
and a shooter system from the former lignite power plant to the mill
on the first floor, where they are converted into electricity and heat by
a wood gasification system. This method also utilizes the building’s
“grey energy”* and reduces the need to construct new facilities with
large carbon footprints.

Kunststrom, a power for art, by art

“Kunststrom,” the power produced by E-WERK, literally means “Art
Power.” It is electricity generated by artworks or artistic means, and
is patented by Wendel’s artistic practice, Performance Electrics which
supplies Kunststrom within Germany, also generates electricity on a
smaller scale, including a sculptural solar power facility in southern
Germany and a wind-powered sculpture in Greifswald on the East
Coast, calling itself an “art power supplier.”

Kunststrom supplies electricity to each customer through
Burgerwerke™, which provides decentralized renewable energy gen-
erated by citizen energy projects in Germany directly to customers.
Performance Electrics generates an average of 900,000 kilowatt-hours
per year using renewable energy technologies such as solar, wind, and
wood gas to power 52 cultural institutions, businesses, and private
residencies. All revenue goes directly back into Kuststrom’s techno-
logical development, as well as E-WERK Luckenwalde’s contemporary
art program. In other words, by paying their utility bills, customers are
directly supporting culture. According to E-WERK, Kunststrom is both
a creative power and a metaphor for their network.

Kunststrom is produced through transdisciplinary interventions, in-
stallations and performances in public spaces, creating unique art
projects and feeding it as Kunststrom back into the grid. This makes the
power grid itself, which is capable of releasing energy anywhere, the
transmitter of art. This metaphor of the grid directly illustrates the way
Kunststrom operates. Artists, designers, architects, art historians, en-
gineers, economists and other interdisciplinary experts collaborate to-
gether, thus creating a synthesis between art, technology and business.

Kuststrom is available for anyone in Germany, and can easily be
switched to by entering details on the Blrgerwerke website like
electricity usage and address.

Funding

E-WERK does not get institutional funding and have to fundraise
alongside their energy endeavours for all programme and facility
costs. E-WERK’s operational needs are currently met by the sale
of electricity, grants for projects, studio rent, donations, and venue
rental fees. It aspires to become 100 percent funded from the sale of
Kuststrom. As this would require more than 5,000 customers.
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Pablo WENDEL, the mastermind behind
E-WERK Luckenwalde

Who is Pablo WENDEL, the person behind this unique and daring proj-
ect? Wendel was born in 1980 in Stuttgart. After studying sculpture at
the Academy of Fine Arts Stuttgart, he completed an MA at the Royal
College of Art in London. He has practiced numerous guerrilla-style
performances that make social interventions, such as his 2006 perfor-
mance that became a subject of news, in which he disguised himself
as one of the thousands of terracotta warriors of Qin Shi Huang in
Xi’an, China, consequently being carried off by the Chinese police.
In the last decade he focused on power generation, forming the art
collective Performance Electrics in Stuttgart in 2012. The collective
carries out unique renewable energy projects throughout Germany.

The idea of Kunststrom was born out of financial hardship. In 2012,
Pablo was unable to pay his own electricity bill, despite presenting
artworks around the world as an artist. It was clear that the cultural
economy, in which exhibition opportunities became exchange values,
was dysfunctional and unsustainable. Pablo decided to generate his
own electricity in order to maintain autonomy, which became the idea
for Kunststrom. That said, Kunststrom signifies more than mere survival,
but a pursuit for an ecosystem based on alternative economic systems.

The founding of E-WERK was an opportunity to take Wendel's previ-
ous endeavors to a larger scale; by communicating his vision to power
plant owners and neighbors, and with the help of former power plant
workers living in the area, he spent two years to renovate the inactive
power plant, reviving it as a power plant for renewable energy.

In 2017, Pablo purchased the building for a price much lower than usual,
for which the owner's understanding was essential. Pablo illustrated
how E-WERK was a non-profit organization, and that the site would be
returned to the public through the program. After a year and a half long
negotiation, the owner agreed to sell at a supportive rate.

“Progressive deceleration” and slow curating

E-WERK Co-Director and Chief Curator, Helen TURNER, left her role
as the chief curator of the Cass Sculpture Foundation in Chichester,
England, to join Wendel's E-WERK initiative and manages the art
center’s programming.

E-WERK proposes following three principles as the “ecology
statement” base their practice on: “Playing with the impossible,”
“progressive deceleration,” and “collaboration not competition.”
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Ecology Statement

Playing with the impossible

We will work towards closing the circuit by keeping the building’s 19th
century infrastructure alive. Working with the building’s grey energy
we will continue to take direct action by powering our activities with
renewable Kunststrom. By making Kunststrom commercially available
through the national grid, we will continue to subversively explore how
it is possible for the creative industry to lead innovative ecological and
economic change for the cultural sector. As a large-scale experiment
we will constantly push the boundaries of what is possible, welcoming
failure, in order to find new utopian paths and realign culture with
political change.

Progressive deceleration

We will pursue sustainability in all facets of working and living, from
what we eat to where we travel and how we consume in an effort to
transform climate change into a cultural movement. Beginning with a
process of deceleration, we will encourage sustainable travel methods
and further work towards eliminating waste and closing the circuit.
These goals will manifest curatorially with longer consignment agree-
ments, inter-seasonal collaborations between exhibitions and legacy
projects, rather than quick successive programming.

Collaboration not competition

In the spirit of collaboration not competition, we will broaden and
strengthen our cross-border alliances to develop long term partner-
ships. At home, we will continue to nurture our relationship with local
communities, to access their knowledge and share ours, forming
transdisciplinary knowledge banks. Whilst remaining ambitious and
international in our outlook, we will always choose local and ecological
suppliers first. Through creative innovation we will work towards making
ecological transformation fun.

*As a working model, this Ecology Statement will be adapted and
improved as new insights and influences in ecological change

develop.

(From E-WERK Luckenwalde’s website)




In this context, Turner has proposed “slow curating” as a curatorial
practice of the “progressive deceleration,” pioneering a sustainable
curatorial model. In addition to placing environmental issues as a
central theme, the concept of slow curating permeates the entire
program structure.

In 2021, the opera Sun & Sea (Marina), which won the Golden
Lion for Best National Participation at the 58th Venice Biennale, was
performed at the Stadtbad, a Bauhaus former public bath built next
to E-WERK. The performance was 100 percent carbon neutral, using
E-WERK'’s electricity and waste hot water to power the lighting and
heating for the artificial beach.

The same year, E-WERK also invited Lucia PIETROIUSTI, the cu-
rator of Sun & Sea and to present “POWER NIGHTS: Being Mothers,”
a long-term, multi-layered program. Under the theme of creating a
slow and sustainable exhibition, it unfolded various events including
film, live performance, smell, sound, food, installations, workshops,
and happenings over an extended period from October 2021 to July
2022 across E-WERK, on the streets of Luckenwalde, and a former
hat factory building in Mendelsohn.

The first “POWER NIGHT” that inaugurated E-WERK in 2019 curated by
Katharina WORF and Louise O’KELLY was a fantastic event with eight
performances over the course of one night. But then after experiencing
the pandemic, we began questioning that format, and came to agree
that cramming the program into one night just didn’t make sense any-
more. So for “POWER NIGHTS 2021-2022," we took on the challenge
of slow curating in earnest. We divided the program into chapters so that
the exhibitions by the seven artists would influence each other through-
out the year. For example, in response to Lucia's concept of “fertility”
and “fertile soils,” Tabita REZAIRE presented Womb Wisdom (2021),
a wonderful documentary in which she interviewed three midwives in
French Guiana about the historical practice of midwifery. Many people
came back again and again throughout the year to see the growth and
changes in the exhibition. That said, this attempt to slow-down and for
selfcare was not 100 percent successful. The workload had remarkably
increased, and by the end the whole team was exhausted.

In 2023, E-WERK will actively encourage a slow-down both within
its team and its approach to programs. Slow curating grows and
transforms organically, through the process of collectively exploring
ways to make programs that provide enriching experiences for all of
those involved.

A dream shared with local people

In the high arch of E-WERK’s entranceway is a blue stained-glass
window with a design of a hand holding a lightning bolt (fig. 1). It was
a symbol of the workers at the coal-fired power plant that supplied
electricity to the neighborhood for more than 60 years, from the eve of
World War | to the reunification of East and West Germany after World
War Il. In the post-war period, it almost got removed as a symbol of
fascism, but the former workers protected it to stay. In the twenty-first
century, the new art power plant has inherited it as a symbol, and it
has become the logo of E-WERK.

One of E-WERK’s goals is to build a body of knowledge that
transcends generations and disciplines. Understanding the structure
of the former lignite power plant and putting it back into operation
would not have been possible without the technical advice of the
people who lived and worked in the area in the past. Inside the
power plant are all of E-WERK’s historical documents, including
architectural plans, blueprints, technical improvements, documents
of engineering and economic activities, reports, and correspond-
ence. E-WERK, which inherited the building with its entire archive,
launched a project to reinterpret the archive with artists and former
workers at the power plant. In 2021, “The Archive Show,” curated by
Adriana TRANCA, featured six contemporary artists, Lamin FOFANA,
Keiken, Henrike NAUMANN, Jenna SUTELA, Lauryn YOUDEN, and L.
ZYLBERBERG, who interpreted the archive to create musical scores
that they presented as a range of media, including performative rituals,
DJ sets, fermentation workshops, and video installation. In doing so,
the former employees of the power plant helped read and interpret
the materials, acting as the intermediaries between the archive and
the artists.

Many of those who are involved in the history of this building have
shared their knowledge of the power plant with us. Most of all, it is
really encouraging that they believed in the potential of our work.
They are happy to help get the power plant up and running again, to
help it function as a power plant that produces and supplies electricity
to the building and to the national grid, contributing to ecology with
Kunststrom.

Currently, E-WERK has a core group of 13 full- and part-time mem-
bers, and a group of volunteers who live and work at E-WERK. A small
group with great ambition, they form a cross-disciplinary network
to share their vision and make concrete proposals on global issues
through artistic methods. E-WERK is a power plant, an art center, and
a functioning artwork in itself.

We believe that art has a great potential to induce social and political
change. Many of the artworks we commission have a function. That
/s why we work with engineers, conservationists, researchers and soil
experts among others.
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The future of E-WERK

The theme of E-WERK'’s 2023 program is “The Material Revolution.”
With a focus on the power of materials to transform systems, the
program will introduce the practices of artists who defy conventional
norms to find new meanings in materials. In addition to the UK-based
Kira FREIJE's first solo exhibition in Germany, the exhibition will
include a screening of a video series by Agnes DENES, an ecological
land artist known as a pioneer in the field, and a performance and
sound installation by FM Einheit, an industrial musician and founding
member of EINSTURZENDE NEUBAUTEN.

Furthermore, multiple new programs will be commencing.
“E-WERK invites” is a Satellite program in which artists, curators,
scientists, and architects will share ideas for the use of E-WERK’s
10,000-square-meter site. “The Sustainable Institution” is a program
that commissions three artists to create different prototypes of new
green materials for sustainable exhibitions. In addition, there will be an
artist-in-residence program that will explore ecological change in the
cultural sector. In collaboration with a variety of organizations across
national borders, this program will explore effective artist-led solutions
to environmental issues over a period of time opening up to the public
through residencies, symposia, and performances, engaging people
to be part of the change. Much like switching to Kunststrom, one can
take a step toward innovation by participating in E-WERK’s activities.

Pablo Wendel has long been committed to sustainability. He was fed up
with the art world showing interest in sustainability while not taking any
action. Anyone living in Germany can switch to Kunststrom produced by
E-WERK. By doing so, utility bills at your office, studio, home, gallery or
institution can support E-WERK's contemporary art program. We see
enerqgy as a shared resource, and hope to inspire people to decentralize
electricity.

Artist-led practice is a constant process of radical thinking and ac-
tion that seeks to break through the contemporary world from a
completely new perspective. E-WERK, which demonstrates in action
alternative proposals rooted in science, art, and life, gave us three
pieces of advice for making museums sustainable in concluding the
interview. None of these advices are impossible, and in reality they
are what they practice daily:

- Switch to Kunststrom!
- Accountability for Sustainability
- Slow down

(translated by MIYAZAWA Kana)
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Notes:

*1 “Willkommen in Luckenwalde!,” Luckenwalde,
https://www.luckenwalde.de/Wirtschaft/Willkommen/ (accessed: March 7, 2023).

*2 Kate Connolly, “Art electricity’ revives old German power station,” The Guardian,
Sunday, May 19, 2019, (accessed: March 7, 2023) https://www.theguardian.com/
world/2019/may/19/german-art-collective-generate-electricity-art-e-werk-luckenwalde.

*3 Carbon dioxide emitted from burning wood, which absorbs atmospheric carbon
dioxide in the forest, can be re-absorbed by the trees on the condition of continuous
reforestation; it does not affect the concentration of carbon dioxide in the atmos-
phere. Therefore, wood-based energy is considered carbon neutral.

*4 The “grey energy” is the amount of energy required to produce things like buildings
and products. Itincludes the energy used for extracting materials, manufacturing and
processing parts, transportation of people, machines, parts, and materials, as well as
for installing and disposing of things.

*5 See Birgerwerke's website for details,
https://buergerwerke.de/ (accessed March 7, 2023).
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KUROSAWA Hiromi

After graduating Boston University (Massachusetts, USA), Hiromi Kurosawa worked at
Art Tower Mito (Ibaraki) and Sogetsu Art Museum (Tokyo), before joining the Prepara-
tory Committee for art museum construction at the 21st Century Museum of Contem-
porary Art, Kanazawa. After the museum’s opening in 2014, Kurosawa has organized
exhibitions of leading contemporary artists from Japan and abroad, including Olafur
Eliasson, Takashi Homma, Do Ho Suh, Fiona Tan, Janet Cardiff & George Bures Millers,
and Michaél Borremans, Mark Manders. She also oversees the selection of museum
acquisitions, partnership programs with schools, as well as educational outreach pro-
grams for a wide range of generations.

SAKAGUCHI Chiaki

Chiaki Sakaguchi is an art writer and art coordinator. She was born in Kagoshima, Ja-
pan. Sakaguchi is involved in various grounds of contemporary art, including museum
exhibitions, artist-led projects and local art festivals. She occasionally writes the column
“Museums from the staff entrance” on online magazine Art Scape. She is an editor
of the cultural review website Real/Tokyo, and the co-publisher of the independent art
magazine VOID Chicken.
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A Singular Museum in Search of a Plural Future

Luiz Alberto OLIVEIRA

We are all familiar with the image of the timeline, at least in the way
itis generally presented in history books, encyclopedias or magazines.
Along it, the great events and their most famous characters, the inven-
tions and the geniuses who created them parade in a well-behaved
manner. Along this line, as straight as a railroad, all the future has to
do is advance—relentless and swift as a locomotive, this conventional
symbol of progress in the imagination of the 19th century. There is
nothing more comforting than the image of the future as a point some-
where ahead, fixed, waiting for us to become reality. Comforting—and
illusory. Time, of course, is not a straight line. Nor is the future a fixed
point: in fact, it is not yet anywhere. The central idea underpinning
the narrative proposed by our museum is precisely that tomorrow is a
work of construction and that this construction starts today.

Itis also true that the Museum of Tomorrow has its own timeline,
but the set of experiences it offers makes up a tortuous path like reality,
unpredictable like life. The line of reflection we propose to visitors
may be anything except straight. The line snakes around the past,
present and more than a possible future. It descends to the bottom
of the oceans and rises to the clouds, exploring the transformations in
our climate. It penetrates between concrete materials, such as DNA
structures and the circuits of electronic devices, but it also surrounds
and envelops indescribable entities, like feelings and prejudices, fears
and hopes, emotions and premonitions.

The conventional vision of time is also linked to an equally out-
dated vision of science. The scientific revolution triggered by the
audacious theories of the likes of Einstein and Bohr began at the start
of the 20th century. Since then, decisive experiments and devastating
observations have ended up imploding the fundamentals of classical
paradigms. Despite this, the consequences of this revolution begun
a century ago have not yet been felt in the image that most people
have of science. The vision of science as a set of finished truths is only
gradually giving way to the understanding that it can only aspire to
transitory knowledge, always prone to be updated and renewed. The
answers are always partial. Fitting the last piece of the jigsaw puzzle
means cutting out a new set of pieces.

To propose a new vision of time and tomorrow, and to stimulate
another way of viewing science, there is nothing more appropriate
than having a new type of museum. The Museum of Tomorrow was
created as the anchor of a wide-ranging project to revitalize Rio de
Janeiro’s port area—the city’s most ambitious urban intervention
plan in the last 50 years. The initial, more modest proposal, to create
a museum aimed at the issue of sustainability, installed in two of the
port’s old warehouses, ended up gaining a new dimension given the
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decision to commission Spain’s Santiago Calatrava to produce a bold
architectural design, to function as an icon for the renovation taking
place throughout the area. The boldness of the Museum of Tomorrow,
however, is not limited to its architectural lines. Its goal became to
explore the idea that tomorrow is not a date on the calendar, nor an
inevitable occurrence, nor a place we will reach: tomorrow is always
a work in progress.

OBSERVATORIO DO AMANHA

Time does not stop, and nor does our museum. As an organism that
aims to be not only living but also alert, we will constantly update the
set of data used to produce the different items of content presented
to the public. Whether a new photo taken by satellite, or the latest
figures about the situation in the Cerrado (Brazilian savanna), or a
new UN report about population, a specific sector of the museum,
called the Observatory of Tomorrow, will receive and filter this data
to ensure that the permanent exhibition displays up-to-date, rig-
orous information, exposed with clarity and in an interconnected
way. Massive information technology resources, compatible with the
needs of an almost entirely virtual facility, facilitate the absorption of
this constant flow of data, images, graphics and numbers produced
by entities such as NASA, Brazil’s National Space Research Institute
(INPE), the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), the
World Resources Institute (WRI) and around 80 other institutions
across the world with which the museum will maintain formal and
permanent collaboration.

Besides managing this mass of information that will feed the muse-
um’s exhibition experiences, the Observatory of Tomorrow will also
have some other functions. A mixture of editorial center and debate
center, the Observatory will deploy this content, encouraging different
sectors of academia and society to come together, above all to discuss
topics related to the museum’s two ethical pillars: sustainability and
coexistence.

Users will be able to join the Observatory to carry out research,
interact with data through analyses and simulations, use spaces for
meetings, and participate (including remotely) in seminars and series
of talks given in our auditorium.




interactivity—including the Museum of Soccer and Museum of the
Portuguese Language, in Sdo Paulo—the Museum of Tomorrow
also shares an affinity with the generation of science museums that
spread around the world in the last two or three decades. Whereas
the first generation of natural science museums worked with physical
collections made up of relics, fossils, fragments and artifacts, at a
subsequent moment the intention changed from being merely to offer
information to visitors or even the mere enjoyment of a collection, as
happens in traditional fine art museums. Instead, science museums
started to try to demonstrate in what way things worked. What are
the laws of nature? How do objects fall? How do electrical currents
light up bulbs? Such demonstrative museums set out to present
phenomena and explain the rules according to which they work.

On this journey, the Museum of Tomorrow aims to take an extra
step, going beyond contemplation and interactivity. Our objective has
been to create a museum of applied science. More than just showing
how science works and how scientists work, describe laws and make
their discoveries, our goal is to use the resources that science has
developed in recent times to invite visitors to explore possible paths
for the future.

Whereas old natural science museums were organized around a
collection of objects and dead specimens, the Museum of Tomorrow’s
core archives are made up of possibilities. Before, there were ves-
tiges of the past; now, there are possible futures. Accordingly, it is
a completely original museum. Two complementary characteristics
stand out in its concept. Besides offering an entirely non-material
experience, namely possible tomorrows, it is also a museum that is
clearly engaged with a figure of time: the figure of tomorrow.

To take account of a science that is a set of transitory knowledge
in constant transformation and be able to probe a tomorrow com-
posed of possible futures, it is vital for the museum’s content to be
continually updated. Prospects, forecasts and estimates, in different
fields of nature and human activity, will always be updated from
the perspective of the next 50 years. Hence the choice to make the
museum completely digital, allowing visitors to have the experience of
something that is immaterial, something in the realm of the possible.
Except for a few physical objects, everything else in the museum is
virtual.

The museum’s conceptual foundation is the understanding that
tomorrow is not the future. Because while the future is something that
is already there, tomorrow is here, and it is always happening. And
this construction will be made by visitors, people, citizens, the people
of Rio, Brazilians, members of the human species.

The objective is to construct a sequence of experiences in which
visitors can gradually acquire the means and resources to live out the
possibilities of tomorrow that are opening up today. Ultimately, what
the museum intends to offer is an experience of causalities. To talk
about the future in other terms, we need to resort not to the straight
line, but the image of the maze, which is so dear to Argentinean
writer Jorge Luis Borges. According to the author of the tale “The
Garden of Forking Paths,” far from being a spatial trap that does not
lead anywhere, the maze has its fundamental unity at its crossroads.
Which paths will we take? Which doors will we open? The choice is
imponderable. With every path we follow or door we open, the die of

chance rolls on the table of necessity. A maze is a matrix of futures.

To guide To guide us in this labyrinth, we have something more
than mere chance: applied science offers us resources to find out
that each decision we take will correspond to a consequence. And
this, in turn, will cast its shadow on us and future generations. If we
choose certain actions, certain scenarios will become more likely. If
different actions are taken, other tomorrows will be favored. Our old
straight line, made sinuous like a river, sprouts from a single “today”
into smaller paths, forming a delta of possible tomorrows. This is the
idea the museum aims to explore.

To this end, we have constituted a narrative involving different
dimensions. We chose to embody each of the moments in this journey
through specific exhibition design, decoration and resources. In other
words, out of a total of five areas, each of them conforms to a certain
kind of spatial experience, or sharing, of movement and paths. This
main exhibition of the museum, a journey composed of different
stages, adapts to the space designed by Calatrava, like a large cathe-
dral nave. The five moments of this journey roughly coincide with the
ambiences defined by the shapes of the building’s ceiling.

There are two more direct ways of conceiving of the visit stages.
One of them consists of associating the dimensions with figures of
time, while the other involves linking them with questions. All the
museum’s content, synthesized in over 50 different experiences,
linked and distributed across these five areas, is designed to address
major questions that humanity has always asked. The idea is for
visitors to explore this sequence of questions.

In the first stage, which we call “Cosmos,” the question to be
proposed is “Where did we come from?” and the figure of time
is “Always.” After this comes “Earth,” which seeks to address the
question “Who are we?” while evoking the time figure of “Yesterday.”
In the space we call “Anthropocene,” the question is “Where are we?”
and the time unit is “Today.” In the “Tomorrows” space, we sought
to explore the question “Where are we going?” Finally, the journey
ends in the “Us” space, in which we pose the question “How do we
want to proceed?” —in other words, with what values do we intend
to continue ahead?

Our goal is for people to be snatched away from their everyday
life, from their habitual ways of thinking, from their usual places, to
experience something they do not find at home, in the street or on the
internet. Something different, which they will only experience here.
The content is transmitted through experiences, like one of those
offered in the first stage, which resolves around the question “Where
did we come from?” In it, visitors will find themselves immersed
within a 360-degree projection of a dome, crossing galaxies, the
heart of atoms and inside the Sun. They will watch the formation of
Earth and the development of life and thought, manifested through
art. The idea is for visitors to be able to learn about dimensions
of our natural existence they are not used to experiencing without
resorting to scientific instruments. From the micro to the macro, from
astronomical dimensions to subatomic dimensions. It is a sensory,
poetic, motivational experience, which prepares us to see the Cosmos
as an evolutionary totality, which far exceeds us, embraces us and
constitutes us.
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FROM THE IRIS TO THE BRAIN

Upon entering the Museum of Tomorrow, each visitor will receive
a card featuring a chip. They can use this to identify themselves by
providing their email address and, if they wish, their name. When
they come across one of the interactive posts distributed throughout
the main nave, they will make contact with IRIS, a program that
personifies the content generated by the group of consultants who
have contributed to the museum and which has the capacity to
identify and engage in dialogue with each of the visitors. For example,
when connecting during a subsequent visit to the museum, IRIS
will know which sectors or areas the person visited the last time, or
which activities they took part in, and it will be able to then suggest
new routes to explore or recommend content that may be accessed
during their latest visit. IRIS will also be able to provide visitors with
information or data updates via the internet.

IRIS is part of the museum’s system, called the BRAIN, which is
capable of storing, permitting analysis of, and distributing the mass
of information associated with the content on display. Its multiple,
parallel functions include recording visitor flows. The software devel-
oped for it will make it possible, in real time, to determine the most
accessed content and visitors’ characteristics. In this way, it is as if the
museum had the capacity to accompany a little of its own metabolism,

counting on an image of itself even as it functions.

The second moment is Earth, associated with the question “Who are
we?” and also the dimension of “Yesterday.” The experiences and
information in this space will confront us with the fact that we are
earthlings. We are combinations of matter, life and thought, repre-
sented in this stage by three large cubes. Far from being watertight,
these three dimensions interact with one another. And the unique
factor is that thought has the capacity to reflect on its organic bases,
investigate its material supports and embrace the Cosmos itself from
which we came. We know today that we are part of the Cosmos, and
precisely for this reason, it is part of us.

All the cubes will have both external and internal content. In
Matter, for example, from the outside visitors will have a unified
vision of Earth, like the one seen by Russian cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin.
It will not be presented fragmented into countries or continents, but
as a single entity. In this experience, visitors will see around 180 very
large photos of Earth. And inside the cube, they will encounter the
different rhythms that mark the planet’s material functioning: different
flows which in metaphorical terms we call “oceans.” The very slow
movements of tectonic plates (in some cases a few centimeters a
year), the faster motions of ocean currents (tens of kilometers per
hour), the much faster movements of the winds through the air, and
the extremely rapid movements of light from the Sun. These four
rhythms are associated to produce a new one—the rhythm of climate
and the succession of the seasons.

After this, we have the cube of Life, whose “skin” refers to the
biochemical support of the basic code that governs the composition
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and development of all living beings, DNA,; the inside presents the
immense variety of organisms, which interact in multiple ways, form-
ing ecosystems. We will present the ecosystem of Guanabara Bay,
where the museum is located, in its different strata, from the top of
the Orgaos Mountains to the coastal mangroves, and we will also
show the microbial ecosystem that each of us hosts, and on which
our health depends.

The third cube then presents the dimension of Thought. On the
outside, we once again have a unifying element: our nervous system,
which is essentially the same in all human brings. This fundamental
identity, however, results in an incredible diversity of cultures, illus-
trated by hundreds of images portraying different aspects of our life,
feelings and actions—how we live, celebrate, have conflicts and
belong.

The following stage is the central moment: both spatially, as it is
halfway through the itinerary, and in conceptual terms, as it discusses
our condition and that of the planet. Anthropocene is a term coined
by Paul Crutzen, a joint winner of the 1995 Nobel Prize in Chemistry.
The Greek prefix “anthrop” means human, while the suffix “cene”
denotes the geological eras. This is therefore the moment in which
we find ourselves: the Age of Humans. This is the age in which Homo
sapiens has noted that civilization has become a force with a planetary
reach and geological duration and scope. In a very rapid process, we
went from a few thousand individuals roughly 70,000 years, when
we started to spread across the planet, to 7 billion people. From a
biological point of view, this growth is equivalent to that of a colony
of bacteria: an extremely explosive rhythm in a very short period. We
have spread throughout the planet: today there is not a single region
that has not been directly or indirectly affected by human activity as
a whole. The question to be explored is: “Where are we?” and the
time is “Today.”

To physically mark this awareness regarding this “today,” we have
erected something like a large monument, inspired by the standing
stones of Stonehenge, England. Through this, we wanted to highlight
the consequences of human activity. There are six standing stones, 10
meters high and 3.5 meters wide, bathed in light. This was the visual
way we found to announce, with no room for doubt: it is here where
we find ourselves, in the Anthropocene. Four of these standing stones
feature caves, in which visitors can explore around and look for more
information, more evidence about people’s spread across the planet
and the better understanding we have today about this process. This
is the core experience of the Museum of Tomorrow.

If we consider that in a single century we have changed the
pattern of sedimentation in all the world’s river basins, on all the
continents; that we have changed the atmosphere’s composition,
because we have been consuming fossil fuels for three centuries in
a kind of continuous fire; that we are drastically interfering with the
distribution of life and Earth’s biomes; that we are changing climate
patterns:-+ Taking all this into account, the geologists of the future
who examine our era will find traces and evidence that a new agent
gained a planetary reach and affected Earth in this geological period.
This agent is humanity.

Hence the power of the term Anthropocene: it signals that we are
in a new geological era, the era in which human action affects all the




planet’s domains. And, of course, it affects the continuity of humanity
itself. This is the moment when human actions necessarily bring about
consequences for their own author. This is a characteristic of a certain
type of natural system, which we call complex systems. Their behavior
is not linear because actions triggered by this agent affect itself and
modify its own nature.

Henceforth we will no longer live on the planet inhabited by our
ancestors. Over the course of whole eras, Earth was frozen; in others,
it became infernally hot. There were then various moments in which
Earth was a very unfavorable environment to host a civilization. Over
the past 15,000 years, on the other hand, following the last great thaw,
Earth has been a much more welcoming planet. However, we are
now set to live on a different planet, profoundly modified by our own
actions. This is the decisive understanding that the museum aims to
offer its visitors. This understanding, which marks “Today,” will shape
the options faced by humanity.

LANGUAGES FOR ALL AUDIENCES

Making new generations start to rethink their relationship with time
and the planet is one of the Museum of Tomorrow’s biggest chal-
lenges. Children, even those not completely familiar with writing,
now make up a significant part of museum audiences throughout
the world. Working with content with various levels of complexity but
without reducing the quality of information, the museum has decided

to complement its proposed journey with a series of activities and

experiences.

“Tomorrows” are the next moment in the journey, defined by the
question “Where are we going?” The simulations, estimates and
projections associated with this stage are provided in a work of
origami. Three areas are demarcated in it, presenting six trends that
will shape the future over the coming decades. The demarcated areas
concern respect for living together (society), living (planet) and being
(people). The six trends are climate change, about which there are
no more doubts; the rise in the world’s population of around 3 billion
people in the next 50 years; integration and differentiation of peoples,
regions and individuals; alterations to biomes; the increase in the
number, capacity and variety of artifacts produced by us; and finally
the trend for the expansion of knowledge.

Each one of these trends promises to profoundly alter our lives in
their most everyday sense, always confronting us with political issues
and ethical choices. The overwhelming majority of these 3 billion
new inhabitants of the planet will be added to the population of the
tropical belt, where the globe’s poorest countries are found. Alongside
environmental issues, inequality will be one of the main challenges
humanity must face together. As well as more numerous, we will also
be longer-lived: in a decisive biological fact, every five years during the
20th century we gained one year of life expectancy. In a century, we
gained 25 years. Having grandparents in our family who are present
and active is now commonplace, but for most of human history they
were rare figures. This extension of longevity and the large number of

elderly people it implies will oblige us to face a new reality with regard
to the labor market, and our entire understanding of how to organize
our productive life will have to be modified.

Other trends will confront us with equally challenging dilemmas.
If in an ever more interconnected world, the conditions for the emer-
gence of a planetary, urbanized culture, structured around megacities
are established today, this context, on the other hand, will probably
lead to a reaction from those who prefer to retreat to their own culture.
How will we administer these tensions? How will we manage cities
of 40 million or more inhabitants? The impacts on biomes will also
have effects on the economy that we have barely started to assess.
The current trend toward the miniaturization of electronic components
is irreversible: for example, the circuits of the devices we now carry
about in our pockets soon may be tattooed on our skin—this idea
has already been patented—and their chips directly integrated into
our nervous system. And the acquisition of knowledge is today on
a very steep curve: the quantity of data we have access to about
various fields of knowledge has been accumulating exponentially. For
example, specialists say that roughly every three years, the amount of
available data about chemistry doubles.

Based on these trends, visitors will be able to view different future
scenarios, each one being the likely consequence of a given course of
action we are adopting today. We decided to set out the framework
of possible perspectives in order to take a realistic stance, avoiding
both a naive optimism and a catastrophic vision, which would make
human intervention irrelevant. On the contrary, we believe that, in the
midst of this vast web made up of causes and consequences, there
are many open-ended alternatives, and that they can be glimpsed
from contributions by the specialists who have contributed to the
content presented by the museum.

Without forgetting that our central character is humanity, we
sought to present these alternatives and possibilities from a historical
perspective, through games, including a Games of Civilizations, based
on a model studied by NASA. Examining examples from the past,
such as the experiences of the Han civilization in China, the Mayans
or the Vikings, it is possible to interpret the evolution of civilizations
based on variables such as resource consumption, population size
and inequality. In the game, we have the power to control certain
parameters in order to make a civilization continue or wither away.
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LABORATORY OF TOMORROW'’S ACTIVITIES

Platform for transdisciplinary experimentation and the exhibition of
innovative projects

The Museum of Tomorrow has an area specially dedicated to innova-
tion and experimentation: the Laboratory of Tomorrow’s Activities. Its
mission is to help the museum remain alive, in a process of permanent
reinvention. A space for transdisciplinary art, science and technology
meetings, the laboratory will promote the introduction and adoption of
new tools, new processes, and innovative ideas and initiatives. It will
stimulate the public to stop simply being consumers and to become
creators, as beings capable of producing prototypes for high-impact
solutions for their life and the world, and thereby invent possible
futures. Creating a bridge between thinking and doing, between
imagining and implementing, the Laboratory of Tomorrow’s Activities
will explore opportunities and challenges in a universe of continuous
and ever more accentuated changes.

The laboratory possesses a space for collective production and ex-
perimentation, containing a variety of resources and equipment to
support creative work, and an environment for exhibitions, presenting
projects and displaying prototypes. It will also take over locations
inside and outside the museum as expanded developments of its
program of activities.

Entrepreneurship, the impact of “exponential technologies”—such as

artificial intelligence, the Internet of Things, robotics, genomics, 3D

printing, nanotechnology and biotechnology—and the exploration of
future scenarios are the laboratory’s core themes. It will operate in
four areas: education (courses and workshops), activities (creative ses-
sions and “citizen science” projects, among other things), a creative
residency program, and exhibitions.

The last stage of the journey is “We,” structured around the environ-
ment of a hut, symbolizing an indigenous house of knowledge, in
which family members and tribal clans gather and the elders repeat
to the youngers the legends, narratives and stories that make up
the foundations of their culture. After experiencing the vastness and
variety of the Cosmos, and information and experiences regarding the
dilemmas we are facing, this is the moment when we turn inward a
little, to reflect on how we want to live with the world (for the sake of
sustainability) and with others (for coexistence). Here the emphasis is
not on information, but rather the values we offer for visitors to ponder.

[tis in this space that visitors also encounter one of the few phys-
ical objects in the museum’s collection: a churinga. This Australian
indigenous people’s artifact, of enigmatic appearance to us, is in fact a
tool. However, it is not designed to drill or cut: it is a symbolic utensil.
For the people who created it, it was a temporal tool, to associate the
past with the future. Upon dying, a member of the community had
their soul conserved in the churinga, where it remained until it could
reincarnate in another member of the group. The churinga thereby
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represents the very continuity of the people and their culture. Through
mysterious paths and chance occurrences, this slender carved wood-
en object left the arid Australian desert at some moment in the 19th
century only to land at the pier of Praca Maua in the 21st century.
Curiously, its basic design is quite similar to the museum’s shape
conceived by architect Santiago Calatrava. Coincidence, destiny,
shape: everything therefore conspires to make it a highly appropriate
symbol of the mission proposed by the Museum of Tomorrow: to
connect the present, past and future.

Luiz Alberto OLIVEIRA

A physicist and the curator of the Museum of Tomorrow. He has a PhD in cosmology from
the Brazilian Center for Physics Research (CBPF/MCTI), and he was formerly a researcher
at the same institution’s Institute of Cosmology, Relativity and Astrophysics (ICRA-BR),
where he also worked as a professor of history and philosophy of science. He is a profes-
sor, speaker and consultant for various organizations.
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Damage to Artworks or Museums Caused by Disasters, and Responses to It

AIZAWA Kunihiko

Introduction

In less than 30 years, artworks or cultural properties in Japan
have repeatedly encountered large-scale natural disasters such as
the Great Hanshin (Kobe) Earthquake (1995), the Great East Japan
Earthquake (2011), and typhoon damage in the case of the Kawasaki
City Museum (2019), causing much damage. Faced with these
disasters, “cultural property rescue” programs were implemented to
rescue damaged cultural properties, and their functional systems are
now in place. In particular, reports on the damage to cultural proper-
ties and rescue activities following the Great Hanshin Earthquake and
the Great East Japan Earthquake have been published, and several
public symposiums have been held. The Great Hanshin Earthquake,
the Great East Japan Earthquake, and the typhoon damage at the
Kawasaki City Museum have several points in common, such as
earthquake and fire in the Great Hanshin Earthquake and the Great
East Japan Earthquake, and damage by sewage due to tsunami
and flooding in the case of the Great East Japan Earthquake and
the Kawasaki City Museum. On the other hand, even if we narrow
down the scope of this study to the damage to cultural properties,
art museums, or history museums in each disaster, one might point
out that the unique characteristics of the damage sustained, impact,
and responses to each disaster demonstrate distinct differences. In
particular, the Great East Japan Earthquake, which affected a wide
area and was accompanied by a nuclear power plant accident, makes
it impossible to make any conclusive blanket statements regarding
the damage and responses. Alternatively, taking into account the
inherent specificity, one-time-only nature, and publicness of works
of art, cultural properties, and art museums, damage from disasters,
its effects, and responses to it promise to become more diverse
and complicated.” In light of these factors, this paper will focus
on examples of damage to works of art and museums in the three
aforementioned disasters, and the impact of and responses to these
disasters on cultural properties.™

Damage to artworks and museums in the Great Hanshin
Earthquake, and responses to it

The Great Hanshin Earthquake of 1995 was caused by a quake that
originated on an active fault in the northern part of Awaiji Island (the
Southern Hyogo Prefecture Earthquake). The tremor is said to have
lasted approximately 15 seconds, although there were regional
differences. Sharp and violent tremors are said to be unique to inland
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crustal (subduction) earthquakes with active faults at their epicenter.
As a result, cultural properties including works of art in museums
and art galleries in the Hanshin area fell or toppled over, and were
damaged. There are many national, public, and private art galleries
and museums in the Hanshin area, which has also served as a base
of operations for many artists and collectors since the modern era.
The Great Hanshin Earthquake was the first seismic disaster to hit a
major Japanese city since the Great Kanto Earthquake of 1923. At the
time of the Great Kanto Earthquake, however, there were virtually no
art museums in Japan. As such, the Great Hanshin Earthquake was
the first time that Japanese art museums had suffered quake damage
on such a large scale. In order to rescue the large number of dam-
aged cultural properties, the Agency for Cultural Affairs led a cultural
property rescue operation, in which museum curators, conservation
specialists, and others from all over Japan participated as volunteers.
This was the first large-scale rescue operation of cultural properties
in Japan. Many works of art and cultural properties, especially those
in wooden houses, were also likely to have been destroyed by fires
that broke out after the Great Hanshin Earthquake.

The Japanese Council of Art Museums was deeply involved in this
cultural property rescue campaign. Founded in 1952, the Council is
a general incorporated association (an unincorporated association
until March 2020) with 406 museums and art galleries as its members.
The majority of the members are national, public, and private art
museums, while the number of history or science museums is small.
Within the Council are several volunteer research subcommittees
on conservation, education and outreach, information and archival
materials, small-scale museums, museum management systems,
and regional art. The working group on conservation played a central
role in the Council’s rescue campaign following the Great Hanshin
Earthquake and the Great East Japan Earthquake. About four months
after the former, the working group on conservation and volunteers
from member museums of the Council conducted an on-site survey
to analyze the damage sustained by artworks, cultural properties, and
facilities, as well as operational responses at the affected museums,
with the findings compiled into two reports.™

Impact of the Great East Japan Earthquake and Damage
to Artworks or Museums
The Great East Japan Earthquake of 2011 was caused by an in-

ter-plate (trench-type) earthquake off the coast of Sanriku, triggering
a tsunami that led to a serious nuclear power plant accident, causing
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damage not only to cultural properties, but also to society at large, on
a scale unprecedented in world history. Earthquake countermeasures
and innovations that developed after the Great Hanshin Earthquake
reportedly served to limit damage at art museums in the aftermath of
the Great East Japan Earthquake. In many cases, the use of strong
metal fittings for hanging two-dimensional works, improved methods
of securing three-dimensional works, and the widespread use of
seismic isolation platforms prevented these pieces from toppling over
or falling. In the case of the Great East Japan Earthquake, however,
several museums were severely damaged by the tsunami, while the
cultural properties housed at these museums were not only destroyed
by it, but also deteriorated as a result of being immersed in seawater
mixed with sludge and sewage, leading to countless mold infestations.
There were also concerns about the adverse effects of residual salt
(sodium chloride) in the seawater, and many cultural properties and
works of art were subjected to desalination treatment. Desalination
itself is a common method of preserving cultural properties in general,
but this was believed to be the first time it was used on such a
large scale and in response to tsunami damage, whether in Japan or
abroad. However, there is some controversy over the necessity and
effectiveness of desalination in the case of tsunami damage. When
seismic tremors alone cause damage or the collapse of buildings,
the damaged cultural properties are basically “present” at the site.
However, when a large tsunami strikes, cultural properties are often
swept away with the building itself, making it difficult to recover
them afterwards. In the case of the Great East Japan Earthquake, one
can well imagine how a considerable number of artworks and cultural
properties, especially those in private houses, became unrecoverable
due to the tsunami. Like the Great Hanshin Earthquake, the Great
East Japan Earthquake also caused a small amount of fire damage.

The Great East Japan Earthquake caused substantial damage over
a wide area, including the Hokkaido, Tohoku, Kanto, and Koshinetsu
regions. | was working at the Mori Art Museum in Minato Ward,
Tokyo, at the time. It might perhaps be useful at this point to describe
some of what | witnessed during the disaster.

At the time of the earthquake, the museum had been closed for
a period in order to change exhibits, and we were in the middle of
unpacking and checking the condition of the works to be shown at
the next exhibition in the exhibition galleries (53rd floor of Roppongi
Hills Mori Tower). As such, | crouched down and waited for the
tremors to subside as | helped to support the temporarily placed
artworks together with the exhibition staff in order to prevent them
from falling over. Unlike the Great Hanshin Earthquake, the Great East
Japan Earthquake was an inter-plate (trench-type) earthquake, so the
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swaying was relatively slow and lasted for a long time. Of course, this
swaying extended to the upper floors, and | remember that it lasted
for about 20 minutes. At the time, the semi-active dampers installed
in the Mori Art Museum building (on each floor of Mori Tower) were
functioning, and there were no injuries to visitors or damage to the
museum’s artworks or facilities. However, the situation might have
been different if the museum had been open, with many visitors
inside. On March 11, the day of the earthquake, after verifying that
there were no problems with the artworks, equipment, or facilities, |
started making my way home on foot. Transportation was completely
paralyzed and cell phones were out of service, but on the way back,
| somehow managed to get through, and was able to let my parents
know that | was safe. | have a very clear recollection of how many
people who were also walking home noticed this, and started making
calls on their own cell phones at the same time. Immediately after
the earthquake, | was only aware that “a very large earthquake had
occurred in the Tohoku region,” but as | learned of the subsequent tsu-
nami damage, the nuclear power plant accident, and massive leakage
of radioactive materials, as well as the need for rolling blackouts due
to power shortages, | realized that a serious disaster had occurred,
perhaps unprecedented in the world. Although Tokyo suffered little
real damage, the atmosphere and landscape of the city seemed to
have changed drastically with the onset of the disaster.™

Rescue campaign for artworks in the collection of the
Rikuzentakata City Museum
(at the former Iwate Prefectural Institute of Public Health)

In April 2011, the Agency for Cultural Affairs launched the Great East
Japan Earthquake Cultural Property Rescue (Ishinomaki City Museum
Rescue Activities). Personally, however, | felt that it was a little early
to start rescuing damaged cultural properties. This was because it
seemed to me that the situation was still chaotic, and the disaster
itself was still in progress, but | also feared that if there were delays
in the rescue of cultural properties, fewer items would be saved.
Even in April, my workplace (Mori Art Museum) was extremely busy
reviewing its management policies and dealing with aftershocks, and
| was not allowed to participate in the Ishinomaki rescue. One can
easily imagine that similar situations occurred at other museums.
At the time, many projects were canceled or suspended in various
areas, and the situation remained completely unpredictable — some-
thing that bore some resemblance to the effects of the COVID-19
pandemic in recent years.




As the situation at my workplace gradually stabilized after June,
| was granted permission to participate in the rescue campaign at
the newly established Rikuzentakata City Museum (Rikuzentakata
Rescue). Although the museum had been severely damaged by the
tsunami, its collection of artifacts escaped being swept out of the
building. However, the rescue campaign for artworks was delayed due
to the difficulty of finding a rescue organization and a destination for
the works, in addition to the fact that it took time to request the rescue
effort itself from the Agency for Cultural Affairs. All of the museum’s
six staff members were victims of the tsunami. In Rikuzentakata
Rescue, the artworks were first temporarily moved to a location where
work could be carried out (the Morioka Laboratory of the former Iwate
Prefectural Institute of Public Health), where they were arranged,
fumigated, and given emergency treatment before being moved to an-
other storage location. This was the first time that | was participating
in a cultural property rescue project, and | was anxious and nervous.
| was informed in advance that the work would be carried out in a
very hot environment because the Morioka Laboratory did not have
air conditioning, and even though the artworks had been fumigated,
it was necessary to wear protective clothing, gloves, masks, and hair
protection to prevent health risks from the mold. For this reason, at the
very least, we paid close attention to our physical condition.

| participated in the rescue efforts for seven days from August
21 to 27, which coincided with the start of emergency treatment at
the Morioka Laboratory, and was involved in building the entire work
system. Since the damaged works could be roughly classified into
works on paper and oil paintings, a team was put together for each,
and | was put in charge of the oil painting team. The emergency
treatment for the oil paintings consisted mainly of removing soil and
sand caused by the tsunami, removing mold from the backs of the
canvases or reducing and sterilizing it, and partially covering the
cracked and peeling areas of the paint layers. Most of the works had
not only been damaged by the tsunami, but were also still damp, or
severely infested by mold. The situation that leads to mold outbreaks,
due to the fact that these works can never dry out, also stems mainly
from the sodium chloride that makes up the salt content of seawater.

In addition to the need for speed, the greater the number of
damaged artworks to be rescued, the more manpower is required.
The above work was made possible thanks to the support of many
museum curators in addition to Japanese restoration technicians. At
the Morioka Lab, at least one restoration technician was in charge,
and curators assisted with the work. The oil painting team was
further subdivided into several groups in order to treat multiple works
at the same time. Many of the works that underwent emergency

treatment have already been fully restored and are now on display.
The Rikuzentakata City Museum itself shifted to a new location, and
opened in November 2022.

Rescue campaign for cultural properties at Futaba Town
Museum of History and Folklore

Due to the radioactive contamination caused by the accident at the
Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant, the collections of museums
in these municipalities were left inside the facilities. However, as a
certain period of time has elapsed since the accident, and radia-
tion levels in the area have decreased to some extent, Fukushima
Prefecture and the local boards of education have taken the initiative
to evacuate cultural properties that had been left in museums,
temples, shrines, and other facilities in the difficult-to-return zone
since fiscal 2012. As a part of the evacuation, the Futaba Town
Museum of History and Folklore and the Historical Archive Museum
of Tomioka were evacuated on October 30 and 31, 2013. In addition
to the Fukushima Rescue Team (consisting of staff from art museums,
history museums, and boards of education in Fukushima Prefecture),
the workers consisted of members from the National Institutes for
Cultural Heritage, the Japanese Association of Museums, and the
Japanese Council of Art Museums (including the author of this
paper). Staff and students from Fukushima University also participated
in these tasks, for a total of 55 people. The participants who were
working in the hard-to-return zone for the first time, including the
author, received an overview of radiation and training on how to work
under high radiation doses in advance.

On the first day of work, we were divided into the Futaba Town
Museum of History and Folklore and the Historical Archive Museum of
Tomioka, and | was involved in the removal work (loading the trucks)
at the former. During the preliminary training, we were told that it
was best to wear masks, gloves, non-woven protective clothing, and
non-woven covers for shoes to protect against radiation during the
work, but as the radiation dose at the site was relatively low, wearing
protective clothing was not mandatory except for those who were
working outdoors. Masks and gloves, however, were worn by all work-
ers. During the work, participants had to be aware of the possibility
of inhaling highly radioactive dust and ingesting radioactive materials
through wounds, even if they were only slightly injured. In addition,
in order to measure the amount of radiation the participants received
as they went about their tasks, they carried personal (fluorescent
glass) dosimeters at all times, in accordance with the instructions
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of the National Research Institute for Cultural Properties, Tokyo.
The measured values all ended up within the permissible range.
The removed artifacts were brought to a temporary storage facility,
the former Fukushima Prefectural Soma Girls’ High School (now
closed). One Japanese-style painting (Miki Kusakabe, Reproduction
of Kiyotosako No. 76, Japanese-style frame with acrylic panel, frame
size: 2160 % 2450 mm), which is on permanent display at the Futaba
Town Museum of History and Folklore, was also left behind. As we
did not know how to best remove it, its removal was put on hold.
However, we were able to make a rough estimation by scraping off
a portion of the wall veneer (cloth pasted onto plasterboard) in the
vicinity of this work.

On the second day of work, the removal of the aforementioned
Japanese painting was discussed, and myself and one other person
(two people in total) were suddenly assigned this task. The other
participants continued with the removal work as scheduled. In order
to remove the painting, it was necessary to scrape off all the deco-
rative panels surrounding it and remove the I-shaped metal plates
(screw-fastening type) that connected the back of the picture frame to
the wood inside the wall. As this particular task had not been planned
for, adequate tools had not been prepared, and the task became really
stressful under certain circumstances, such as when an earthquake
occurred while we were working, albeit small. When all the decorative
panels had been scraped off, I-shaped plates were found in more
than 10 places, and these were removed to allow the entire frame
to be removed from the wall. However, as it was naturally difficult to
arrange additional vehicles for work in the difficult-to-return zone, the
work was eventually not taken out of the museum. After measures
were taken to prevent it from falling over, it was stored continuously
in the museum and later transferred to the former Soma Girls’ High
School. The Futaba Town Museum of History and Folklore had not
been damaged by the tsunami, and neither was any damage to the
building from tremors found. In addition, the collection, rescued
more than two and a half years after the disaster, was generally in a
good state. While the evacuation order has been lifted in some parts
of Futaba Town, however, most of the town is still located in the
difficult-to-return zone, and the Futaba Town Museum of History and
Folklore has not yet been restored.”®
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Conducting a comprehensive survey

As previously mentioned, a comprehensive survey of the Great
Hanshin Earthquake by the Japanese Council of Art Museums was
launched four months after the disaster, and its findings were
compiled into two reports. However, the Great East Japan Earthquake
was different from the Hanshin Earthquake and other previous quakes
in terms of how it caused extensive tsunami damage, radioactive
contamination due to the nuclear power plant accident, and rolling
blackouts due to power shortages. Even if the actual damage was
minimal, it took a considerable amount of time to restore normal
operations (naturally, there are several museums, including the
Futaba Town Museum of History and Folklore, that have yet to return
to normal). For this reason, the Japanese Council of Art Museums put
off conducting a comprehensive survey until 2013. A total of 35 people
participated in the field survey, including volunteers mainly from the
conservation and research group. The survey covered six prefectures
(lwate, Miyagi, Fukushima, Ibaraki, Tochigi, and Gunma) and a total
of 42 museums. It did not cover the Rikuzentakata City Museum, the
Futaba Town Museum of History and Folklore, and other museums
that suffered catastrophic damage, including those in the surrounding
areas, or those in the difficult-to-return zone, as it was impossible to
conduct on-site surveys. The results of the survey were published in
the form of a report in 2014 and are currently available on the website
of the Japanese Council of Art Museums (only member museums
can view the report). In addition to details on the damage sustained
and points of reflection for each museum, the report also includes
information on the effectiveness of advance efforts, the impact of the
earthquake on operations, and how they responded to the disaster.”

Typhoon damage to the Kawasaki City Museum and
responses to it

Flooding caused by Typhoon No. 19 in 2019 caused approximately
230,000 of the 260,000 items in the collection of the Kawasaki City
Museum to be submerged. At the time, pieces from the collection that
were on display or on loan escaped damage, and almost everything in
the collection (including items on consignment) stored in the under-
ground storeroom sustained damage. The number of damaged items
(total number) at the facility alone was the largest in comparison to
the Great Hanshin Earthquake and the Great East Japan Earthquake.
The damage to the Kawasaki City Museum was also the target of a




cultural property rescue campaign that is still ongoing. The cultural
property rescue efforts that were first implemented on a large scale
after the Great Hanshin Earthquake functioned effectively after the
Great East Japan Earthquake, but the vast extent of the damage and
the sheer number of damaged cultural properties made it necessary to
strengthen the system and improve coordination. It might be pointed
out that the mutual cooperation and cross-sectional nature of the
various organizations involved in this rescue campaign have since
been developed, and functioned effectively in the rescue efforts of
the Kawasaki City Museum. In 2020, the National Center for Cultural
Heritage Disaster Prevention will be established within the National
Institutes for Cultural Heritage in order to develop and build a com-
prehensive system for disaster prevention with respect to cultural
properties in Japan.

The author participated in the rescue work on February 12 and
13, 2020. Since this flooding did not involve seawater, the desalina-
tion process that was widely practiced after the Great East Japan
Earthquake was basically unnecessary. However, the condition of
the artworks damaged in Kawasaki seemed to be as bad as or worse
than the damage caused by the tsunami of the Great East Japan
Earthquake. One of the reasons for this is that, regardless of whether
the damage was caused by a tsunami or a flood that did not involve
seawater, the “water” is always “sewage” that can quickly accelerate
deterioration. In a flood such as this, the accumulated water basically
stays around for a long time, compared to the time it takes for a
tsunami, which is a kind of wave, to arrive and recede. The restoration
of the vast number of damaged cultural properties in this case would
not only require a great deal of manpower and time, but it would also
be impossible to restore many of them due to the severe damage
sustained. In addition, although the exterior of the building and the
interior above ground were perfectly normal, the entire basement,
including the damaged storage room, was stained black with sewage,
sludge, and mold, and smelled so foul that it was hard to believe that
it was in the same building.

The Kawasaki City Museum is now facing a lawsuit for the dam-
age to cultural properties caused by its failure to take measures,
in terms of both facilities and systems, in spite of the recognized
potential for and risk of flooding. In addition, more than 40,000 items
in the collection have already been discarded because they were
deemed beyond repair. Even if restoration were possible, it would take
several decades or more to complete the entire task. The museum had
been operated under a designated manager system, but came to be
managed directly by Kawasaki City starting in April 2022."¢

Other examples / in place of a conclusion

The Japanese archipelago occupies a rare position in the world where
the pressures of four continental plates collide, inevitably producing
frequent earthquakes and a large number of active volcanoes. In
recent years, natural disasters such as large typhoons, torrential rains,
floods, heavy snowfall, strong winds, and tornadoes have become
more frequent. In addition to the examples discussed in this paper,
there have been many other cases of damage to museums and art gal-
leries caused by natural disasters. Over and above natural disasters,
however, there are also many cases of damage inflicted on cultural
properties by war or human suffering, which ought to be common
not only to Japan, but also the rest of the world. The following is a list
of some of the most common examples.

For example, the former main building of the Tokyo Imperial
Household Museum by Josiah Conder was severely damaged in the
Great Kanto Earthquake of 1923, and the current main building of the
Tokyo National Museum was newly constructed in response. As for
heavy snow damage, the roof of the Yubari Art Museum collapsed
in 2012 due to the amount (and weight) of snowfall. As examples of
war or human casualties, van Gogh's Sunflowers of Ashiya and Seiki
Kuroda’s Tales from the Past were destroyed by fire during the Kobe
Air Raid of 1945. If we go back as far as the Meiji period (1868-1912),
there are probably a huge number of Buddhist cultural properties
that were lost due to the movement to abolish Buddhism. The Kyoto
Animation arson attack of 2019 saw the destruction of many original
anime drawings and other cultural properties, and claimed the lives of
their creators. Outside of Japan, there have been recent reports of the
destruction of art and cultural properties in the wake of the situation in
Ukraine. The Ghent Altarpiece by the van Eyck brothers and Leonardo
da Vinci's The Last Supper are rare examples of works that have been
preserved despite having had multiple close brushes with disaster.
Even though these works have escaped oblivion, problems concerning
the restitution of cultural property due to warfare and looting have
also occurred in many parts of the world, including Japan. In terms
of a lack of basic precautionary measures, the National Museum of
Brazil burned down in 2018, resulting in the destruction of almost all
of its 20 million objects. Meanwhile, museums located near rivers and
coastlines are at great risk of flood damage, as seen in the temporary
closure of the Louvre Museum in 2016 and 2018 due to flooding of
the Seine River. As a measure designed to deal with the water damage
sustained by the Louvre, the Louvre Conservation Center was built in
2019 near the Louvre-Lens, equipped with a highly disaster-resistant
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storage and restoration facility. The museum collection will be grad-
ually transferred to this new facility.

Since the Great Hanshin Earthquake, the systems by which
cultural property rescue campaigns in Japan are implemented have
clearly improved. Rescue campaigns in various forms were also
carried out in the Noto Earthquake (2007), the Chuetsu Earthquake
(2009), and the Kumamoto Earthquake (2016). However, it could be
pointed out that “cultural property rescue” is only a post facto system.
If large-scale rescue campaigns were required on a continuous basis,
the functionality and mobility of the system would decline. In other
words, from the perspective of disaster prevention or mitigation,
Japanese art museums should prepare for various types of disasters
on different scales in countless ways: by strengthening buildings
against earthquakes, renovating facilities, improving safety, including
security aspects, in the way works are displayed and stored, obtaining
budgets and restructuring organizations for these purposes, building
collaborative systems with other museums and related organizations,
or planning relocations and new storage facilities to ensure safety.
Establishing preventive measures from multiple angles, however, is
difficult for a variety of reasons. While the global pandemic (the spread
of a new type of coronavirus) that began in 2020 has no doubt been
a “disaster” that affects to a greater or lesser degree the operation
and survival of museums themselves (rather seriously, in certain
instances), some of which have irreplaceable preservation functions, it
is widely acknowledged that tackling such a situation is no easy task."

(translated by Darryl Jingwen WEE)
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H34xW20xD20.2 cm, &R 21 2 EMTRERTE

Michael ROWE, Lidded Container “Conditions for Ornament no.28,” 1996,
lidded container, brass, gold leaf finish, H34xW20xD20.2cm,

collection of the 21st Century Museum of Contemporary Art, Kanazawa
Photo: SUEMASA Mareo
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Handle and lid

Michael ROWE, Lidded Container “Conditions for Ornament no.28,” 1996,

collection of the 21st Century Museum of Contemporary Art, Kanazawa
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Body of container

When the lid (fig. 2) is lifted, the interior space (fig. 3) of the body of the container

that lies underneath reveals itself.
Michael ROWE, Lidded Container “Conditions for Ornament no.28,” 1996,
collection of the 21st Century Museum of Contemporary Art, Kanazawa
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Commentary on Lidded Container “Conditions for Ornament no.28,”

in the Museum Collection
TATEMATSU Yumiko

Introduction

Michael ROWE was bornin 1948in High Wycombe, Buckinghamshire,
in the southeast of England, and currently lives in London. Rowe is
also an accomplished educator, having taught at the Royal College
of Art since 1978, where he is currently Professor and Senior Tutor in
Jewellery & Metal.

The work Lidded Container “Conditions for Ornament no.28"
(fig. 1), which is in the collection of the 21st Century Museum of
Contemporary Art, Kanazawa, is an attempt to reinterpret the
components of a container by representing the body, handle and lid
as a conical shape, which is the basic form of containers.

This work appears to be an abstract sculpture with a gilded
surface covered with soft reflections of light. However, as the title
suggests, it is in fact a lidded container consisting of a lid (fig. 2)
made of three elliptical cones and the conical body of the container
(fig. 3) with an elliptically cut-out mouth. This is a restrained container
imbued with an abstract sensibility and gentle, delicate expression. In
his Conditions for Ornament series, which he produced from 1987 to
2001, Rowe created a new perspective that confronts the unwritten
rules of applied arts, also known as crafts or decorative arts, in an
innovative way. This work is part of that series, and although it appears
to be a sculptural piece with no function, it is at the same time a work
equipped with a function as a container.

Rowe had questioned the role of metal workers and designers
in contemporary society and their significance ever since he was a
student at the Royal College of Art in the early 1970s. He felt that
the range of themes addressed by metalsmithing at the time was
too narrow, and that it was necessary to fundamentally rethink the
themes in his work in order to maintain its credibility as an active and
appropriate mode of practice in the contemporary visual arts.

Rowe developed a new way of thinking that took a more concep-
tual and philosophical approach to metalwork production. He applied
a broader definition to the work of the metalsmith, this included
expanding the range of metals and processes of production to em-
brace and develop a wider framework of disciplines and interests. This
approach served to question what a “container” really is, in the sense
of being an archetype of design in everyday life, and it involved a close
study of the themes entailing the ornamental aspect and function of
containers in the modernist vein.

For Michael ROWE, the definition of modernism is, and | quote,
“the freedom of artists and designers to create, name, and grant
whatever they create and whatever meaning they ask of it. Perhaps
the only condition for this freedom is that the work be made with

integrity. Granted this freedom, artists and designers must not forget
or deny that their activity is a form of communication, a process in
which the participation of the viewer is essential for the work to be
understood and to convey its true meaning. The interactive nature of
the transmission process is one of the driving forces that transform
art, design and innovate visual culture. Up to a certain point, criticism
helps to contribute to that transformation.”

Michael Rowe’s conceptual work is an interrogation of the condi-
tions for ornament in contemporary craft. He questions the conditions
surrounding what previously established the genre known as applied
or decorative arts, exploring this theme in his most extensive series.
Conditions for Ornament encompasses a two-pronged approach: texts
that conceptually verbalize the form of the work, and the bodies of the
works themselves that take material form based on these conceptual
texts. This paper offers a commentary on Rowe’s latest version of
these conceptual texts, contributed for the exhibition “Collection
Exhibition 1: Vessels.”

How Rowe produces his work

Rowe has always been greatly interested in the process of how forms
are created over the course of artistic production. When he was a
student at the Royal College of Art, he made silver objects in the form
of architecture, furniture, and miniature landscapes. Basically he was
making objects that referenced containers of a larger scale. He also
had a strong interest in how space was grasped and reconfigured.
By 1976, however, Rowe realized that his work was becoming too
complex, that the miniature scale was no longer working, and that he
needed to fundamentally rethink what he was doing. The first thing
Rowe attempted to do was to eliminate all concerns over scale, as
well as the figurative language he had been using and superfluous
ornamentation, such as that seen in intricate relief carvings [these
pieces referenced architectural mouldings and not carvings], from
his forms. He then set about creating cubic boxes whose forms were
restrained and simplified. The challenge was to create a self-referential
box devoid of ornamentation.

Rowe continued his exploration of projection systems with the
early works in the Box Series (1977-1979), and then came a crucial
change in method when he rejected graphic-based systems of explor-
ing visual perception in favour of a more phenomenological approach,
working directly with the optical experience of encountering a cubic
box. He was fascinated with the idea that the relationship between
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object and viewer could be used to create resonant forms in such
a direct way, working from his own perceptual experience, and he
termed this reflexive process “the articulation of form by perception”.
This experiential approach was innovative in embodying a basic
man-made object with subjectivity of a kind that was new in the field
of applied arts. This move to a phenomenological approach was in
part inspired by the writings of thinkers such Martin HEIDEGGER,
Jean-Paul SARTRE and Maurice MERLEAU-PONTY.

Rowe’s introspective, self-referential approach has been pivotal in
terms of producing craft works with significance and impact, radically
expanding the scope of what is considered a craft-based practice.
He has taken a special interest in metalwork containers and vessels
that have been freed from functionality, exploring the idea that the
dynamics of visual perception and how we perceive and relate to the
objects around us in our daily lives can be defined by the conditions
that produce the container or vessel in question.”

This approach stimulated a new circuit in the marketing of crafts,
so to speak, works of which came to be known as “applied arts.”
Rowe’s exhibition “Michael Rowe: Objects in Metal,” held at the Crafts
Council in London in 1978, was a key milestone in the development
of contemporary craft.

Michael ROWE was born in England, where the craft movement
had flourished, and since the dawn of modernism, he has incorpo-
rated deconstructivism into the Conditions for Ornament of metal
vessels and lidded containers, while employing the geometric plastic
language found in Russian Constructivism, Bauhaus, and French art
deco. While he consistently takes the design of the container as his
creative point of departure, Rowe’s works encompass a myriad of
ambiguous interpretations that could be described as architectonic.
With his well-honed sense of form and color, as well as his outstand-
ing metalworking and coloring techniques, he has exerted a major
influence extending beyond the borders of the metalworking field.

The process that led up to the conical shape, the main component
of “Condltions for Ornament no.28" is as follows. Rowe was influenced
by Cubism in terms of his focus on how objects are seen within a
space occupied by them. He is interested in the relationship between
the object and the viewer, and the perspective of seeing things from
multiple angles. By distorting the angles of the cubes, extending
the sides, and adding flat surfaces, he was able to present multiple
viewpoints simultaneously within a single work. Rowe next turned
his attention to the hemisphere. His exploration of geometric forms
shifted from the cube to the sphere, Bowel series (1979-1982). From
the concept of adding a spout, handle, or other part to the main shape,
Rowe discovered that the forms of these additional elements, which

were originally supposed to be only parts and nothing more than
supplementary components, could in fact take the lead by attempting
to have their shapes compete with the main one. This represented
a shift from the axis of the sphere as the main element, towards a
methodology of constructing the whole with the additional element
serving as the main axis. Rowe realized, however, that the sphere
was not the most appropriate vehicle for looking at secondary forms,
and in 1982 he made the transition to cylindrical and conical shapes,
Cylinder series (1982-1987). The reason was that these forms allowed
for the creation of curves from straight lines, by dividing the way
that the form was generated into multiple planes (fig. 4). This was an
innovation in his creative method that he terms “2nd geometry”. Rowe
has written that 2nd geometry uses ambiguity as a way of revealing
something fundamental about metal vessels, the purpose of these
works is to reveal the “generic” in vessel form typologies, giving pause
for thought about everyday objects of use. These ambiguities were
also proving to be a powerful tool for opening up narratives beyond
the geometry of container form itself, bringing to visibility other kinds
of relation, such as the relation of the vessel to the user and to its
contexts of use, all this communicated through, as it were, the “skin”
of the vessel itself. Furthermore this “layering” of self-referencing
material can be seen as a kind of object biography; scenes from the
life of the vessel embodied in the fabric of the piece.

By 1987 Rowe had identified two major issues that he felt needed
further investigation:

- to continue the exploration into the nature of the metal vessel/
container as a class of thing.

- to explore further the relationship between the ontological being
of vessels and 'representation’, an investigation into the nature of
representation as that which is 'other’ to the necessary functional
attributes that constitute the ontology of the metal vessel itself.

The nature of representation and its relation to metal vessel ontol-
ogy formed the essential agenda for the next project, the Conditions
for Ornament [CFO] project (1987-2001). The CFO project continued
the work of the Cylinder Series by expanding the range of strategies
for investigating the generic morphologies of vessels and containers
while looking externally to the relationship these objects have to
other objects and to the viewer and to contexts of handling and use;
and further it explores their relation to the immediate space and
spatial structures surrounding them. And importantly, following the
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Cylinder Series it investigates in much greater depth the nature of
representation as found in this class of metal container.

What can be seen from his attitude of inquiry, which begins with
the question of how the viewer perceives an object in space, is a
dismantling of the craft stereotypes that demand rational functions
of containers and vessels, and a liberation of the potential of these
objects.™

This represents an attempt to reveal what an object really is.
As Rowe says, “According to Heidegger, objects are a part of their
environment and to some extent are influenced by the context in
which they are placed. The reverse is also true as this is an active
relationship. When thinking about vessels we should be aware of their
potential to contribute to the genius loci of architectural spaces.”™

Conditions for Ornament 28

descripton Lidded container

date version 1: 1996
version 2: 1996

dimensions  version 1: 34 x 20 x 20.2 cm
version 2: 36 x 21 x 21 cm

materials  brass, gold leaf finish

provenance

version 1: 21st Century Museum of Contemporary Art, Kanazawa, Japan

version 2: Birmingham Museums and Art Gallery, Birmingham, UK

Conditions for Ornament 28: two versions
Two versions of ’Conditions for Ornament 28’ were created, each is an exploration
of the relation between the lid and body in a conical container. The differences

between the two versions are:

CFO28 [version1] the proportion of lid to body is approximately 50:50, lid and
container body are given equal visual weight’.
CFO28 [version2] explores a modified relation between container body and the

lid, where the height of the body is slightly increased.

CFO28 [1] and CFOZ28 [2] are not intended to be seen as a pair, each piece is
an autonomous artwork, each is unique and no further variations of CFO 28

will be produced.

Conditions for Ornament 28: concept

CFO28 deconstructs the morphology of a lidded container. It looks at the
*parts to whole’ relation in the configuration of a metal utensil: lid—body
—handles.

In substituting a conventional lid and handles with what appears to be a stack of
four conical containers we are confronted with an ambiguity - a double reading
that oscillates between four stacked conical forms and a conical container with

two conical handles.

The gold leaf finish contributes to the object’s apparent autonomy in unifying

the four elements as a single entity.

In CFO 28 our assumptions about a conventional lidded container are disturbed,

problematised, hidden aspects of its nature as a thing are brought to visibility.:

- Normal part-to-whole morphological relations of a body and lid are thrown
into question.

- The absence of handles on the body section make it difficult to li] and move
around.

- The unsealed gold leaf finish is extremely fragile, shifting our perception of
this container’s identity as a practical object of use to being an object for visual

scrutiny and contemplation.

Conditions for Ornament 28: Deconstruction as a creative strategy in applied arts
objects and object making

I use deconstruction strategies to de-familiarise and problematise vessels and
containers, bringing to visibility their inner orderings [morphology and geom-
etry] as objects of use, and our relationship with them in handling and using.
Inspired by Deconstruction theory in literary theory and visual arts culture,
CFO 28 identifies and deconstructs a number of binary relations in these two

works:

one> < many

One container or four containers ? Stacking is used to create the impression of
a pile of conical containers, but counter to this are indications that support a
’single object’ reading. It is a surprise therefore when lifting the top containers
to discover that their identity flips and we discover they are in fact the handles

and form the lid of the conical container.

84 Commentary on Lidded Container “Condltions for Ornament no.28,” in the Museum Collection




Sform > < finish

The stacking of four similar forms has the effect of separating these elements
as individual entities, however the gold leaf finish has the effect of unifying the
four elements as a single entity.

major > < minor

The morphological hierarchy of a container body [major] with additional
elements [minor] such as knobs, lids, handles, feet etc is made ambiguous and
"undecidable’ in CFO28 by the use of similar conical forms for both major and

minor elements. In this lidded container they enjoy a *flat’ ontological status.

portability > < fixity

The absence of handles on the body of CFO 28, combined with the problem
of touching the fragile gold leaf, makes lifting and moving this vessel very
problematic, and is a reminder that our usual assumption is that domestic
containers are easily movable from one place to another - in this way CFO28
problematises portability, which also brings to our attention issues of weight

and scale in domestic scale objects of use....

utility > < ornament/decoration

This conceptual pairing is deconstructed with the use of gold leaf as a finish.
Utility vessels and containers are all about handling and practical use function.
The gold leaf on CFO 28 is super-fragile - it declares DO NOT TOUCH. This
shifts our perception of this utility object’s identity to being an object for visual
contemplation only - an object in the historical tradition of decorative art. Like
all historical objects of this kind - utility vessels removed from their contexts of
use - ‘elevated’ as artworks - they become visual contradictions. CFO 28 explores

these shifts in the ontological status of this kind of artwork/artefact.

Conditions for Ornament series [1987-2001] : the wider context

The principal aim of the Conditions for Ornament project was to look into the
“conditions’, in the broadest sense, that give rise to the existence of particular
metal vessel and container form typologies. The project explores the generic
morphology/geometry of vessels and containers, and linked to this, the nature

and play of representation/ornament, as found in this class of things.

Through the deployment of an analytic/synthetic strategy inspired by
Deconstruction theory the project looks at the relation of forms necessary for
function and beyond to the relationship these objects have to their contexts of
use, to other objects and beyond to the immediate architectural/interior spaces
they inhabit.

The project also explores the complex relationship these objects have with
the user/viewing subject. Strategies are devised to open a participatory and
interrogatory relationship with the viewer, giving these objects their strangely
reflexive character, creating a shift that sets them apart from normal utensils.
These are objects that we experience as simultaneously themselves and about

themselves and the contexts of their existence and use.

The Conditions for Ornament project was one of the first and most prominent

investigations in the emerging field of "aporetic craft’ in Britain in the 1980s/90s.

Deconstruction in the Applied Arts.

Following in the footsteps of the philosopher Martin Heidegger, Jacques
Derrida showed that investigations into literary structures sheds valuable light
on the nature of mental constructs, and in works of experimental writing such
as ‘Glas’ and ‘The Post Card’ he turned this analytic process of watchfulness and

self-awareness into fruitful creative production.

I was interested in exploring how this might connect to investigations into the
nature of visual thinking and the strategising of creative production [visual
creativity] in the applied arts, and I evolved ways of deconstructive thinking

that deploy a double process of simultaneous analysis and creative synthesis.

In Deconstruction practice binary relations are identified in order to be col-
lapsed, as in doing so they create a purposeful ambiguity—an ‘undecidable’ in
Deconstruction terms—that disturbs the viewer’s habitual expectations and
thereby opens fresh perceptions and perspectives on the nature of practical,

utilitarian objects of use and their relation to the user/viewer.

Stated in the phenomenological terms by Heidegger—the disturbance gener-
ated by deconstructive self- referencing, projected out to us the viewer in our
encounter with such self-referencing objects, shifts our response from being

one of 'ready-to-hand’ to a more contemplative ’present-at-hand’ experience.

Beginning in the 1980s I was one of the first to use deconstruction ideas as a
prism for thinking new approaches in visual creativity in the applied arts, and
certainly the first in Europe and beyond in applying this thinking as a systematic

creative/critical practice in the field of metal art/craft].
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In conclusion

The concept behind Michael ROWE’s Lidded Container “Conditions for
Ornament no.28" is a radical statement that questions the essence of
modernism. It poses an essential question and redefines the container,
which should have been a familiar object in the latter half of the
twentieth century. Alternatively, it could be seen as signaling the
demise of the genre of applied arts as functional design . At the same
time, it also offers a vision for the future of craft, a new approach to
classical materials, and new art and design possibilities.

The Condlitions for Ornament series is a multifaceted examina-
tion of many issues: what separates the visually recognizable form
from what is structurally interior and exterior to it? What are their
boundaries? What is their relationship to each other, and how is their
relationship to space defined?

In this way, the concept behind Michael ROWE's artwork reminds
us once again that we need to read craft works not by categorizing
them according to the ways in which they are processed or differences
in their materials, but by taking a comprehensive approach.

(translated by Darryl Jingwen WEE)

Notes:
*1 Michael Rowe, E-mail to author, March 20, 2023. Also see A New Century
in European Design, exh. cat., Tokyo Metropolitan Teien Art Museum and
other venues, Tokyo: NHK, 1994, pp.114-117.

*2 Corinna Rosner, “Chapter focusing on work by Michael Rowe in the collection of Die
Neue Sammlung,” in Zilverkunst in Nederland (Silver Art in the Netherlands), Sandra
van Berkum and Haags Gemeentemuseum, exh. cat. The Hague Zwolle: Gemeen-
temuseum Den Haag; Waanders Uitgevers, 2016, pp.187-252.

*3 Ibid., pp.187-252.

*4 Deborah Norton, “A Conversation with Michael Rowe,” Ganoksin Jewelry Making
Resources, https://www.ganoksin.com/article/conversation-michael-rowe/(accessed:
January 12, 2023)
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CHEN Wei, Rain in Some Areas, 2010, Archival inkjet print,
H120xW100cm, Collection of 21st Century Museum of
Contemporary Art, Kanazawa

© CHEN Wei
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CHEN Wei, The Bunch of Keys, 2011, Archival inkjet print, HB0XW45bcm,
Collection of 21st Century Museum of Contemporary Art, Kanazawa

© CHEN Wei
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CHEN Wei, Unprecedented Freedom,

2016, LED screen, titanium stainless steel, H214xW8.4xD7.8cm,
Collection of 21st Century Museum of Contemporary Art, Kanazawa
© CHEN Wei

Photo: KIOKU Keizo
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CHEN Wei, Roadside Malevich, 2016, LED screen, steel, H16 xW202xD16cm,
Collection of 21st Century Museum of Contemporary Art, Kanazawa

© CHEN Wei

Photo: KIOKU Keizo
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(21st Century Museum of Contemporary Art, Kanazawa, 2020-2021)
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A Ship Afloat on the Sea of Memory: On the Works of CHEN Wei in the Collection
of the 21st Century Museum of Contemporary Art, Kanazawa

HANG Yishu

CHEN Wei, born in 1980 in China’s Zhejiang Province, is an artist
currently based in Beijing. After graduating from college with a
degree in film and video technology, Chen found a job as a camera-
man at a television station, where he was in charge of shooting and
editing local news programs. The scenes of daily life that he handled
on the job, such as crime cases, traffic accidents, and interviews
with citizens at schools and hospitals, however, were “boring and
uninteresting” to Chen at the time, so he left the TV station and
began to focus on his hobby from his college days: creating music.
Over the course of presenting his experimental music works, Chen’s
acquaintance with artists engaged in the visual arts became a turning
point. Taking inspiration from their works, he gradually expanded
the range of his artistic methods, and in 2005, began exhibiting his
photography.”

The generation to which Chen belongs that was born after 1980
is often associated with labels of the zeitgeist such as “post-80” and
“one-child policy” when his works are interpreted outside of the
Chinese-language cultural sphere. While it would not be mistaken to
see these characteristics as unique to his era, not all of them have had
a significant impact on his works. Chinese artists and scholars who
experienced and participated in the “Stars Art Exhibition”"? and the “85
New Wave” movement™ launched their own discourses of “Political
Pop” and “Cynical Realism” while also incorporating interpretations
from outside China in order to historicize their own artistic activities
from the late 70s to the early 90s. During the late 1990s, artistic
expression in Chinese contemporary art moved away from political
criticism and homage to classical culture, which had previously been
the two major forces, becoming even more diverse with the globali-
zation of its artistic techniques and subject matter.

| have personally witnessed some of the scenes depicted in
Chen’s works and, like him, is someone who actually moved to Beijing
to seek work. In this essay, along with the content of an interview
with Chen conducted on March 8, 2023, | will present some of my
findings regarding the landscapes of major Chinese cities that appear
in Chen’s works, while making reference to the historical background
that underlies them.

Since the 1980s, China’s economic reform have led to dramatic
economic growth and urbanization. Seeking jobs in secondary and
tertiary industries, which offer higher incomes than traditional primary
industries, the population began to concentrate in large cities such as
Beijing, Shanghai, Shenzhen, and Guangzhou. Migration in this way,
naturally, does not mean that one has become a person of that city.
This is not just true in terms of a feeling of belonging, but also in a
literal sense. In China’s major cities, merely moving to a city does not

allow one to transfer one’s household register. Only those who have
obtained the required number of points, either due to years of tax
payment, the nature of their work, or through the point-assignment
system, can obtain a household register in that city. While it is possible
to live in a city without obtaining such a register, there are various
inconveniences, such as not being able to purchase real estate or
enroll one’s children in public elementary or junior high schools. This
unique household registration policy has divided migration to the
major cities into two main routes. The first is the higher education
and employment route. While overcoming the inequality in terms of
educational resources in the major cities, these people can pass the
high-stakes university entrance exam and get a job at a company
that can grant them a household registration (in the case of Beijing),
or obtain a Master’s degree or higher (in the case of Shanghai and
Shenzhen’s scoring systems). The other is the migrant route, which
does not initially require obtaining a household registration, where one
becomes a factory worker, restaurant worker, or home delivery person.
One can also find work in somewhat shadier industries. Those who
take this latter route (or those who have no choice) often save some
money and return to their hometowns in their 40s and 50s to work
in agriculture (limited to those who own farmland) or retail. A small
percentage remain in the city, become sole proprietors, and work
until they reach the higher tax bracket required by their household
registration score.

Except for a small percentage of people born in major cities, any
of these routes require blood-soaked effort and perseverance. Even if
one graduates from a prestigious university and gets a job that might
grant one a family register, there is no guarantee that one’s starting
salary will cover decent rent and living expenses. In many cases, these
people become part of the “ant tribe” living in semi-underground
rooms. An even harsher reality awaits those who choose the migrant
route. In addition, there is the issue of the sense of belonging and
relationships with the natives. Through his works, Chen Wei questions
the gap between the metanarrative of the “China Dream” touted by the
Chinese government in the midst of urbanization, and the individual
narratives of the reality of life for ordinary people.

Chen’s works are often described as akin to “scenes from a mov-
ie.” This impression may be due to how he dreamed of becoming a
filmmaker during his college days and his experience at the television
station where he worked right after graduation. Or perhaps it is the
fact that although they deal with the real world, his images do not
contain the exaggerated sense of satirical criticism found in Cynical
Realism. Chen’s work simply foregrounds scenes that have been
buried in the recesses of our memories.
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In his photographic works, Chen does not photograph actual
scenes, but rather sets up a kind of stage in his studio, sometimes
even having performers appear. This means that all the details cap-
tured in these photographs were selected, and appear in accordance
with Chen’s intentions. As an “editor,” he collects images, extracts
elements and symbols from them, and creates in his studio plausible
landscapes within the city that have been forgotten or never been paid
attention to. These symbols edited and rearranged by Chen become
the keys to each viewer's memories and trigger their emotions, so
that viewers cannot deny the reality exuded by the work even though
they know it is a fiction.

In Rain in Some Areas (fig. 1), light shines in at a steep angle from
the upper quarter of the left side of the screen. This suggests that
this room is a semi-underground space with only a narrow skylight. A
power strip, its cable sheath worn out through age, lies haphazardly on
the floor where water is running. A wrinkled trench coat hangs from
a clothesline, next to which is a sofa bed with a remote control on it.
Anyone with common sense and an ear for danger would understand
that this place is a precarious one.

| lived in a semi-underground room like this one nearly 10 years
ago as a member of the “ant tribe.” There were often flooding ac-
cidents caused by burst pipes from the central heating system on
the cusp of the next season. Such semi-underground structures are
common in condominiums built between the 1970s and the 2000s.
Although the space was originally designed as a storage space for
condominium residents’ belongings or a bicycle parking lot, the right
to use and manage the space belongs to the condominium owners.
Since the 2000s, migrant workers seeking rents lower than the market
rate have flooded into these areas, and many of the condominium
owners rent out their semi-underground rooms. The floor area per
room is usually 5 to 10 square meters. To save space, residents prefer
sofa beds, or just a bed and table without a sofa or chairs. There are
few semi-underground rooms with private toilets and bathrooms, and
in most cases, residents on the same floor use shared or public toilets.
Of course, there is no space to hang clothes up to dry: the only place
to do so is near the skylight.

The title of the work, Rain in Some Areas, expresses the contrast
between the macro narrative of economic development in the metrop-
olis and the daily lives of the workers who support it, a scenario that
is concealed behind this picture. In Beijing, where the climate is dry,
almost every day is cloudless, year round. In such an environment,
only the dark, small, semi-underground rooms are wet with water
dripping from the laundry, and flooding.

In 2008, the year of the Sichuan earthquake and the Beijing

Olympics, Chen moved his base of production from Hangzhou to
Beijing while the entire nation was in a lofty and exultant mood. The
sunny metropolis of Beijing has developed through rapid economic
growth that would not have been possible without the support of
migrant workers. The workers who supported this development from
the ground up could only afford the cheap rent of a semi-underground
room. These same workers, however, are eager to live in Beijing, a
metropolis full of dreams and hopes. In fact, many of Chen’s acquaint-
ances lived in semi-underground spaces, and it was during his own
experience as an outsider and migrant in Beijing that he witnessed
the contradictions and cruelty of state capitalism.

The center of another work (fig. 2) depicts a bunch of keys hanging
from a man’s suit pants. During the 1990s and 2000s, most Chinese
salarymen, whether blue- or white-collar, wore suit pants, a shirt or
polo shirt on top, and a jacket that was not coordinated with either
their top or bottom. As in this image, they would often hang a bunch of
keys on their belts or belt loops and bundle keychains and a variety of
tools together. In addition to the large number of keys depicted in this
image, a used spherical compass, nail clippers, a grape keychain, an
aluminum whistle, and an acrylic seal decorated with the characters
BIAEL$8 (“may your future be as brilliant as brocade”) hang from
the chain. All of these items can be obtained from night markets™
at prices ranging from 1 to 5 yuan (about 20 to 100 yen). While no
human subjects are depicted here, the number and shape of the
keys and the objects they are bundled with suggest that the owner is
a middle-aged working-class man. As in Rain in Some Areas (fig. 1),
while no people (performers) appear directly in the work, the viewer
is forced to infer something about the human presence and living
conditions of the supposedly absent “owner of these objects” when
confronting the work.

According to interviews, Chen projected his own feelings about
his father onto this image. It profiles an ordinary middle-aged man
who is gradually outpaced by technological developments and fads,
and who ages with his old-fashioned lifestyle through his personal
belongings.

What you see in Unprecedented Freedom (fig. 3) is a one-line
electric billboard often seen in the storefronts of private businesses.
While in most cases, they are used to broadcast information about the
store’s business and details related to how it is run, stores involved
in the entertainment or shadier businesses that are one step short of
being illegal might also display strong and impactful catchphrases de-
signed to seduce. The words on the flickering billboard in this image,
BT RERER (“unprecedented freedom”), are part of a phrase taken
from an electronic billboard that Chen had seen in front of a certain
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club. Although the original phrase was “unprecedented freedom,
inexhaustible pleasure,” both phrases are unrealistic and have an
ironic ring to them. “Freedom,” in particular, is a distant pipe dream in
China’s state system and political environment to date. Seeing these
phrases in a nighttime entertainment district, Chen found in them a
sense of helplessness, loss, and compromise on the part of Chinese
people living through his era.

Another work from the “Failure” series that also uses LED screens
is Roadside Malevich (fig. 4). The broken and abandoned electronic
billboards are probably familiar to anyone in urbanized areas around
the world, not only in China. According to Chen, in the context of a
fast-paced urban life, people do not have the time to bother them-
selves with such “broken/wrong images,” and just get used to seeing
them. In this work, rather than making a direct satirical critique of any
particular phenomenon, he recreates a street scene in a humorous
way. The electronic billboards from which the textual information has
disappeared leave behind only a mass of colors emitting a ghostly
light, breaking away from the medium of advertising messages and re-
minding one of the glowing abstract paintings of Kazimir MALEVICH.
Itis not only the similarity of the external forms, but also the common-
ality of having been created by human hands, as well as these colors
and forms freed from their intended representation and returned to
an independent and natural state.

In 2020, Unprecedented Freedom and Roadside Malevich were
exhibited together at the museum’s “Scales” permanent collection ex-
hibition in Gallery 5, which is surrounded by glass on three sides (fig.
). At the artist’s instruction, a light-blocking film was applied to the
glass, so that Roadside Malevich faced the front and Unprecedented
Freedom, which contains textual information, faced away from the
entrance of the exhibition gallery, so that viewers could see the words
“Unprecedented Freedom” reflected in the light-blocking film. This
display method is a perfect example of Chen’s unigue visual language.
By prioritizing “atmosphere” over textual information, he succeeded in
conveying information to the viewer in a soft and gentle way through
changes in light.

As mentioned in the introduction to this essay, Chen has been
interested in music since his college days and frequented clubs in the
early 2000s. It was during this time that he began to observe nightlife
in urban China and the people who frequented these districts by night,
leading him to create the “In the Waves” series based on club culture.
The young men and women (the performers) shown in this series
flowing through the smoky clubs seem bewildered, not knowing why
they are there and what their purpose is. Once we look beyond the
club setting, this series might be said to represent Chinese youths who

succumb to self-alienation as they are exploited for their surplus value
as manpower in the city. Chen felt that this image fits the concept
of people “in the waves.” If we compare the world around us to the
ocean, itis as if we are in the waves, not knowing where we will hit or
where we will go.” In this way, Chen’s work consistently focuses on
the process of urbanization, from the sense of disquiet that emerges
from each individual and the objects that are the subjects of the work,
to the various problems that lie behind that disquiet.

The Chinese government often uses metanarratives, self-sacrifice,
and heroism in its propaganda as a result of values that have remained
consistent from the Confucian tradition of statecraft to the socialist
era. As capitalism developed in the country, however, individualism
is gradually gaining ground. Chen was born during the transitional
period from socialism to state capitalism, as part of a generation
raised in a time when individual perspectives were beginning to
emerge. All of his works are staged, but even if they were, there is
no obvious expression of conflict as the core of this masquerade that
would conflict in any way. Rather than the story being told directly
by the artist, it becomes triggered by a faint sense of discomfort and
unease that drifts across the surface of these images and enters into
the gaps in the memory of the viewer confronting the work. Through
this view on the city, a complex of people and spectacle, the narrative
is supplemented by the viewer’s personal experience and imagination
in order to create meaning. By combining the qualities of nostalgia
and metaphor found in classical Chinese art with the central theme
in contemporary art that consists of putting the viewer in mind of
events and phenomena that have passed unnoticed, Chen’s work
gently breaks down the boundaries between reality and fiction, and
between the everyday and the extraordinary.

In writing this essay, | interviewed the artist, who also says that
his commentary is “not the only correct answer.” In this piece, | have
offered interpretations of some of Chen’s works in the museum’s
collection, using my personal experience as a guide and the answers
| received from my interview with him. Nevertheless, even those who
have not actually experienced China in the 2000s should be able to
read Chen’s work and get a sense of what is expressed in it. Viewers
can use Chen’s work as a kind of ship that sails on the sea of their
own memories. To my mind, there is a certain nostalgia in his works
that resonates with the mental landscape of all people living in the
urbanized areas of capitalism.

(translated by Darryl Jingwen WEE)
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Notes:

*1 Based on an interview published by Artron.net on July 7, 2016; as said article on Artron.
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net is no longer available for viewing, reference is made to the article reprinted by Art
Ba-Bain this issue. “Ei5BR4E : SIfEFE S HNRILEMME S EMER (Interview with Chen
Wei: Some edits are made to objects during production to make information more accu-
rate),” Art Ba-Ba, http://www.art-ba-ba.com/main/main.art?threadld=91407&forumld=8
(accessed: March 2, 2023).

An exhibition organized by the Stars Art Group that was held twice in total. The first was
held in September 1979 around the fence of the National Art Museum of China without
permission. The name Stars comes from the idea that people can also emit their own
light as “stars” in contrast to Mao Zedong, who used the sun, the one and only luminous
body, as his symbol during the Cultural Revolutioxn. The event was held on a public street
without a permit, and was immediately cracked down on afterwards. After that, the Stars
Art Group negotiated with the government, and the 2nd Stars Art Exhibition was allowed
to be held at the National Art Museum of China. In 1983, the government’s “Cleanup
of Spiritual Pollution Campaign” forced the Stars Art Group to suspend its activities.

In 1985, Robert Rauschenberg’s solo exhibition at the National Art Museum of China
shook the nation. It was the first exhibition of contemporary art from abroad to be held at
a national art museum in China. Influenced by this, a series of contemporary art groups
such as Xiamen Dada and Northern Art Group were launched in China, adopting media
and techniques not used in either the classical art that was considered “orthodox,” or
propaganda art. Within a short period of time, they imitated and practiced all the art
movements from 1900 to 1950 in Europe and the United States, and held large-scale
exhibitions. The art movement of this period was later named “85 New Wave” by art
historian GAO Minglu, and it is this movement that is generally considered the period of
enlightenment of Chinese contemporary art.

A night flea market authorized by the Chinese government. It flourished in the 1990s as
a place for citizens to take a leisurely stroll, as clothing, daily necessities, various useful
tools, pirated brand-name goods, CDs, and DVDs were all sold at prices lower than stores
where these items were officially distributed.

According to an interview published by Dazed Official on August 29, 2020,
https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/7B_kPY0ICnUvZh5bddGcQA (accessed: March 7, 2023).

HANG Yishu

See p. 32 for her profile.
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FHE /AR MARMEXRE, TR aAvY ey yikat, @ RTRERBRMAS. VA EEKARL. SREASE. MARHKEES. BAAEEESR
HASHSRIE KASHYF IR —rar KRARHLERT. —BUEFEASRERERS. LEBEEN, —va-—KA2t. BRESSREE
Ty a— —RHEEAMUU, ZREEKR R BEEALE RER BEL2MBERLARR. kXK A—TUNIZ BRASH AT v I —E X DHHE
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HARHARLERGAH  BF.BE HERE NOW, EE R 1A bitEiRER XA SRBEY - X0, 7LAXKRA S, VL EBRLEKRA ST,
HARHEKR, BRI Ty 7 kA EEERA R RE7 - XAt X2 BAREBI YL 2 b BIIERNRERERRE BREMEDR
HRAEH MR EEE, LETEEKR S AR BRI DU O, PRELER M. R EHORE, %R e Fs R4 ANEIRIEK S, XA
hEEE, LR HEEKI S RASHAFBEARA. XSRS RES. BIIREL AV THVABRMAES BEILA—2HRA R KA v F
7zA—X, BRBERRERI ST, X2 h 05 2 AR LA B AR, FFEABBRAREELHERR. 74 /7 Uy o kA2t
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