Foreword

Throughout the world Tatsuo Miyajima plants descendants of a kaki tree that survived the American atomic bombing of Nagasaki. This is the natural counterpart, so to speak, of his glowing, digital “counter pieces”, his numerical displays consisting of light emitting diodes (LEDs). Each module of his tableaux or space-invading installations shows – on the basis of a single form – the succession of digits 1 to 9 or 9 to 1 in an uninterrupted sequence. The endless repetition of the numbers to Miyajima visualises the endless cycle of life. The zero, as a symbol of the absolute, but also of nothing and standstill, remains omitted. As every person lives out, lives through and experiences the time allotted to them in an individual way, each of the glowing counters has their own rhythm. This means counting becomes a metaphor for the exploration of basic questions of human existence, of time and space, life and death.

Three leitmotivs mark Miyajima’s artistic work that have their origins in the philosophy of Buddhism: everything is in constant change, everything is inter-related and everything lasts forever. Buddhist teachings inspire him, as he says “very fundamentally: in thinking about what life, human nature and world peace mean.”

Tatsuo Miyajima introduced himself to the western art scene for the first time in 1988 at the Aperto at the 43rd Venice Biennale with the installation Sea of Time; twenty years later the Ruhrfestspiele festival is now presenting his first solo exhibition in Germany. Dominating the foyer of the festival theatre is his over six metre high piece entitled Monism ​– Dualism No. 2, a stack consisting of red and green glowing number sequences multiply reflecting in the glass façade of the building that synthesises the east and west’s different (“numerical”) views of the world without wishing to level out the differences. For the Kunsthalle Recklinghausen he created three large installations Counter Train, Counter Skin and Counter Coal which allow the observer to impressively experience his artistic maxims: “My art relates to time and history, life and death, mind and soul and in particular to human existence. All good art relates to thoughts about human existence.”

With its staged light and shadow or black and whiteness the Kunsthalle’s ground floor room, divided lengthways, seems to reflect the polarity of life itself. Through it runs a model railway in curved circuits (Counter Train): an endless cycle without a beginning or an end. The wagons – models of the German Reichsbahn dating from 1932-1945 – are filled with blue LED numbers.

Decisive for the installation were Recklinghausen’s main railway station located within view and the history of the Kunsthalle as a former railway bunker. 

The train filled with number displays is ambivalent: it can be interpreted in a positive way in terms of the influence of the railway on the industrial and cultural development of those regions made accessible by it or of its ability to cover great distances in a short time, connecting countries with a borderless railway network. And also negatively as an image of the conquering and colonialisation of large swathes of land like the American west or the Russian east and as an expression of “uninhibited” logistics without which the wars of the 20th century could not have been instigated and the mass annihilation of the European Jews in German concentration camps would not have been possible.  

On the first floor a series of large-format photographs deals with the American atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki (Counter Skin). Once again people, victims are counted, given numbers, represented, identified and at the same time anonymised by these numbers. Inmates at concentration camps were also treated as numbers, numbers were forced upon them and tattooed onto the inside of their wrists as a means of identification. Treated as a number: a bureaucratic method from the world of accounting based on an attitude of mind along the same lines – but a method which today provides insight as the former numbering helps to establish the number of victims and their identity.

A huge coal heap dotted with glowing red numbers dominates the upper floor of the Kunsthalle (Counter Coal): black, glistening coal in pieces the size of the palm of a hand through which time seeps unceasingly in the form of digital counters. Here, too, you cannot withdraw from the contemplative aura of the installation. Once again, Miyajima draws on the endless repetition of numbers as a metaphor for the endless cycle of life, for its constant renewal but also for the risks it faces from over-exploitation and money-grubbing: for instance, coal reserves are limited just like other fossil fuels. How long they will last can be expressed precisely in numbers and, so too, the time remaining to develop alternative, future-looking concepts for energy generation. However, Miyajima’s phrase that “everything is inter-related” also applies to the exhibition itself. For instance, the coal heap with its red glowing LEDs is not just reminiscent of the coal tips, the artificial mountains in the Ruhr mining area, but also, against the backdrop of Counter Train and Counter Skin, of the mountains of corpses and materials at Nazi concentration camps, the images of horror of ever self-destructive manic annihilation. With special emphasis and aware of his responsibility as an artist Tatsuo Miyajima connects his language of form to both contemporary history and the history of time.

We are very grateful to Tatsuo Miyajima for the intense exchange of ideas as well as for the trust he placed in us right from the start, helping us in our plans to realise this exhibition.

We should also like to thank his gallery owner Maho Kobuta, Shirashi Contemporary Art Incorporated, Tokyo, for her indispensable mediation and coordination and very constructive assistance in the exhibition project without which it could not have been realised so successfully.
We thank the Minister President of the State of North Rhine-Westphalia through its Secretary of State for Culture Hans-Heinrich Grosse-Brockhoff who in turn supported our work with tremendous generosity.

The Art Foundation of the State of North Rhine-Westphalia was once again willing to provide funding for the exhibition. We would therefore like to express our heartfelt thanks to its President Dr. Fritz Schaumann and its Secretary General Dr. Regina Wyrwoll. 

The RWE Westfalen-Weser-Ems AG once again proved a partner and sponsor of the art exhibition of the Ruhrfestspiele and therefore also the region. We are therefore very grateful to its former CEO Dr. Knut Zschiedrich and those members of staff involved. 

The savings bank Sparkasse Vest Recklinghausen and its CEO Dr. Michael Schulte have kindly insisted on sponsoring the exhibition and thereby re-affirmed our many years’ long-standing collaboration. 

We must equally thank the insurance company Barmenia Versicherungen and its CEO Dr. Joseph Beutelmann for their generous support of the exhibition project.

Our thanks also go to RAG Deutsche Steinkohle and its CEO Bernd Tönjes for their help and generous support.

The Japan Foundation and its Director Prof. Koji Ueda showed great willingness to help fund the exhibition. We express our heartfelt thanks for this.

Finally, we wish to thank all those who helped realise this exhibition and the accompanying catalogue: the staff of the Ruhr Festival, the Kunsthalle Recklinghausen as well as those of Tatsuo Miyajima’s workshop, more specifically Takashi Umeki. Thanks must also go to Essen’s local model railway club Modell-Eisenbahn-Club Essen und Umgebung e.V., more specifically Mr Martin Silz. With their great commitment, circumspection and ultimately also great patience, they all made a considerable contribution to the realisation of the exhibition.
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