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First, let me ask why and how you chose to paint Nihonga. them, I was captivated by the beauty of natural the

Interview with | e _
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Hiroshi Senju

[t was when [ was in high school, a teacher of mine suggested me to go But as vears went by, [ realized that I wasn’t crazy at

and sece the exhibition of Nih(mga, which I did. And as soon as I saw all and that the emotion [ had was an instinct every

Hiroshi "':ul"*-][]
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Along with the paintings

(national treasure) by Eitoku Kano,
the distinguished Japanese painter,
Hiroshi Senju’s fusuma paintings
are currently on special public
display at Juko-in in Daitoku-ji
Temple to celebrate the 450th
anniversary of its establishment.
Senju became the first Asian artist
to receive the Honorable Mention
at the 46th La Biennale di Venezia,
Italy. The internationally acclaimed
artist speaks passionately about

his views on art.
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Waterfall J#=%=7#%=Jb 2004 130.3x194.0cm




one of us has but long lost and forgotten. Tens of derived from nature and tried to connect themselves ‘ the same feeling; the sensation of being connected I heard during the time you visited NY when
' = - ,

thousands of years ago, our ancestors made natural with the whole universe. I believe this is one of the beyond all boundaries, space nor time. It was a huge you were in your 20’s, you were surprised by its

pigments by crashing beautiful rocks and minerals beginnings of art in human history. Anyway, natural experience for me. I think I was taught then what art contemporary art. How did you feel it exactly?

with which they colored their face and body, or cre- pigments awakened my lost instincts and I got really is. And this experience turned to a strong

ated accessories by piercing holes in them. I think impressed by the fact that both of us, me, a modern desire to become somebody who can tell and share Well, after visiting hundreds of museums or galler-

they intended to express the miracles of life and the world man living in the 21st century and our ances- the beauty I found with as many people as possible. ies in NY, I came to the conclusion that everything

This is how [ became an artist.

joy of h-;:ing alive by {lt‘[f{}l'ating themself with t]]ing&:

tors of tens of thousands of years ago, were sharing
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there is original while Japanese contemporary art is
nothing more than its copy. Which brought up
the question: What was postwar Japanese art all
about? I felt as if my existence was denied but |
came back home with the strong will to create
something truly original. Just then, I got the
chance to visit rural areas in Japan. The beauty of
the landscape simply struck me and led me to
paint what I had always wanted to: the flow of
time. What [ was ]()ﬁking for was there all the
time, right under my feet. In the Western World,
you need to discover something new if you do
contemporary art, but what I acquired after
coming back to Japan is the rediscovery of the
beauty of my country, a sense of reevaluation of
things we already had. And tinally I came to
understand the sense of discovery, and rediscov-
ery is essential if I were to create art that goes
beyond boundaries. So I made up my mind to
study Japanese culture from zero and started to
read books on Japanese art, as part of rediscov-
ery, such as Reflections on Japanese Art by Akio
Yasuda or writings of Zeami, and haikus of Basho,
Kino Tsurayuki or Fujiwara no Teika. The more I
read the more I could’nt help but respect these
giants; not only have I found the keys to create
art beyond boundaries, but I have also discovered
they had already established the global concept of
philosophy, the philosophy of respecting nature.
[ think one of the concepts of modernism in the
Western World is the denial of the past, and
focusing on the present/future. I realized, how-
ever, that respecting the past and tradition is just

as important as fncuﬂing on the prur-:.{‘ntffuturv.
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You defined Japanese postwar
contemporary art as “unborn” in
your essay.

Postwar Japanese art begun with the
total denial of the past.
Unfortunately, “learning from the
past and developing new ideas based
on it” has not been done enough in
Japan. When I saw the Chinese paint-
ings of the 11th century for the first
time, I felt a strong desire to paint
these kind of paintings; I was over-
whelmed by its realism especially the
way they filled the canvas painting
one by one like the diligent work of
pointillism. I found in them the start-
ing point and the path I would follow

to create my a::untcmpf:nrar}-' art.

Life (detail) #:&(884) 2002 182.5X1060.4cm

Hiroshi SEN]JU
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Floodwater K®O#F 2002 182.5%X573.0cm Jukoin-Betsuin, Daitokuji AEFEXRIIR — O

Also you said you have been inspired by numerous experiences
you had while visiting foreign countries.

Yes., When I visited the Yellow Water of Kakadu National Park in
Australia, its absolute beauty of landscapes led me to finally turn my
back on “contemporary art” which was too conceptual. [ remember
every landscape surged like flood of beauty and they washed all my
concerns away. I think I then recaptured the feeling of our ancestors
wanting to express the overwhelming power of bisons running.
Famous poet/dramatist/writer Shuji Terayama has encouraged us to
throw away books and rally in the streets and I agree with his words. I
realized the importance to place myself into the real world and reset
everything I had in my mind. Also it showed me the way to go beyond
boundaries; I thought if I paint with simple excitement just like our
ancestors did, I will be able to create something of that kind. And so,
[ decided to follow the path which mankind had experienced, starting
from the oldest existing place of the earth I could visit and see. The
first site [ visited was the Kilauea Volcano. I was so impressed by its

landscape, and it made me imagine how the earth looked like 4.6

Hiroshi SEN]JU
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billion years ago. I felt the irresistible urge and the
strong sense of mission to paint its magnificence and
tell the whole world about it; I painted and titled
Flatwater (pp.14-15). Junji Ito, the art critic and
currently Professor of the Tokyo University of the
Arts, saw the painting and recommended it to be
exhibited at the Venice

Biennale*

536

Photo: Hirona FUJITA BE BB

[ heard that after you
were appointed to
paint the Fusumae
(pp-8-11) of Daitokuji
Jukoin Temple, you
needed a year before
you actually started
painting. Were you
under pressure?

Yes, of course. There are two resons for that.
Firstly, Daitokuji Jukoin Temple is one of the Head
Temple of Zen. Secondly, I was well aware that the
task for Fusumae is usually meant for artists with higr
names. Back then, I was not famous at all and felt

that [ didn’t deserve such an honorable task. It took
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some time for me to get ready but by sharing feeling
with our ancestors and by following human history
trom there, I finally succeeded in overcoming these
pressures. If you are asking me about the time it
actually took to complete Fusumae, I would answer
“30,000 years” to be precise. It is indeed tough to
create paintingﬁ that
would be exhibited at
the Venice Biennale or
Daitokuji and I know I
always need to surpass
my previous best. So,
the critical moment for
me is always now. I live
in the present, other-
wise [ am dead. For

example, I am here

Hiroshi SENJU F1{% 1#

ready to have an inter-
view with you because |
consider it as the most important task above every-
thing else I have to do now. I simply did what I con-
sidered the most important thing. This is how I live.

*Hiroshi Senju received the Honorable mention
Award at the Venice Biennale of 1995 with The Fall,
which became his lifetime motif. He was the first Asian artist

to receive the award,
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Falling Colors 7#=Y ) »9h5—=ZX 2006
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The Garden of Ka (detail) Z®DEE (84) 2009
Benesse Art Site Naoshima, Art House Project, Ishibashi
NxyEF—bHMrES.R7AVI 7 B

Fhoto: Daici Ano

HIROSHI SENJU MUSEUM KARUIZAWA

Hours: 9:30-17:00 :1ast admission at 16:30
Address: 815 Nagakura, Karuizawa-machi, Kitasaku-gun, Nagano 389-0111 Japan

Closed: Tuesdays (except for Nat'l Holidays on Tuesdays). Closed for the winter (Dec.26 to end of Feb).

Admission: Adults 1,200yen College or High School Students 800yen

- Younger and Handicapped visitors Free

Contact: +81(0)267-46-6565 https:/www.senju-museum.jp/about/
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Hiroshi SENJU
T 1

Born in Tokyo, 1958.

Obtained BFA and MFA from the Tokyo University of Arts.
Withdrew from the doctoral program after fulfilling the credit
requirements at the Graduate School of Tokyo University of the
Arts. Received Honorable Mention at 46th La Biennale di Venezia,
His works are installed and collected by institutions/ museums
such as Shofuso, Philadelphia, USA, Daitokuji Jukoin Temple,
Yakushiji Temple and the Metropolitan Museum of Art, NY, USA.
Former President of Kyoto University of Art & Design.
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