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Dark Obsessions
Multimedia artist Chiharu Shiota understands cultural isolation. Working 
predominantly in installations that are typically of epic scale, Shiota left her native 
Japan in 1996 as a young woman, intending to study under Polish artist Magdalena 
Abakanowicz. Due to a misunderstanding, she found herself training instead with 
revered performance artist Marina Abramović in an ultimately inspired mix-up that 
has profoundly informed Shiota’s practice ever since. 
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Flowing Water, 2009
Nizayama Forest Art Museum, 
Toyama, Japan

As a student of Marina Abramović, Chiharu Shiota and 
her classmates travelled to France, where they were ex-
pected to abstain from both eating and speaking for 
seven consecutive days. The class awoke early each 
morning and either had to find their way to a nearby 
lake and back, blindfolded, or they greeted the sun-
rise by shedding their clothes: jumping, screaming and 
singing in the wilderness totally naked, until they felt 
liberated from any feelings of shame, guilt or embar-
rassment. On the final day, each student was asked to 
write down one single word. Shiota, surrendering to 
homesickness and hunger, could think only of ‘Japan.’ 

Although Shiota still lives abroad in Berlin, her work re-
tains obvious traces of her Japanese heritage. Perhaps best 
known for her mesmerising installations of black wool 
thread that suspend sentimental objects mid-air or encase 
them in beautifully orchestrated webs, Shiota’s aesthetic 
is visually reminiscent of her culture’s calligraphic tradi-
tion. More significant, however, is her work’s allusion to 
Zen Buddhism, a facet of Shiota’s art that was undoubt-
edly influenced not only by her native culture, but also by 
her time intensively training with Abramović whose own 
work requires an intense devotion to meditation. 

Visible Network
Buddhists subscribe to the notion that wisdom is not 
passed verbally, but rather through direct experience 
and the one-to-one exchange of thought from teacher 
to student. If nothing else, Shiota’s time with Abramović 
certainly parallels this sentiment. Shiota’s installation 

work is all site-specific and she conceives each work in 
direct physical and emotional response to the exhibi-
tion space. ‘Large installation(s) speak with space and 
universe,’ she writes, ‘The feeling that everything is go-
ing to cover our body.’ 

In Shiota’s installation ‘In Silence’, a web of threads ris-
ing from a charred piano and poetically placed audi-
ence chairs appears like a celestial fog of existential en-
ergy, interlocking the metaphysical spirit of each absent 
viewer with the pianist, as well as with the instrument 
itself. Shown in her 2008 show ‘State of Being’ at Cen-
tre PasquArt Kunsthaus in Biel, Switzerland, curator 
Dolores Denaro writes about ‘In Silence’, ‘If we consid-
er that the black threads are taking off from the object 
out into the surrounding space, they can be understood 
as a visible network connecting things with the room. 
The web of threads might consequently be transmitting 
energy or the aura radiated by an object or the person 
who once used it. In the sense of Buddhist syncretism, 
the objects “frozen” in time might symbolise the awak-
ening of each individual’s intrinsic, complex relation-
ship with space, the world and humanity.’ 

After her NYC debut, ‘Waiting’ (2008) at the now-
shuttered Goff+Rosenthal, where Shiota strung ap-
proximately 14 miles of her signature string within the 
tiny gallery space above several torched wooden chairs, 
Robert Shuster wrote in the Village Voice ‘Someone in 
the city (MoMA?) should give this woman’s dark obses-
sion all the space it needs.’ 

Shiota’s work makes explicit reference to psychological 
trauma, most notably in her series of individual sculp-
tures entitled ‘Trauma/ Alltag’, (Alltag being the Ger-
man translation of ‘the everyday’). The recurring theme 
of burnt furniture and, specifically, of the torched pi-
ano, recalls a childhood memory of her neighbour’s 
house on fire that’s been permanently etched into Shi-
ota’s consciousness. 

Shiota also regularly incorporates beds into her pieces - 
often hospital beds - that the artist views as a symbolic 
space where both birth and death occur. ‘Many people 
die on the bed and many people are born on the bed,’ she 
says. For her 2009 exhibition ‘Flowing Water’ at the Ni-
zayama Forest Art Museum in Toyama, Japan, Shiota ar-
ranged bare hospital bed-frames in a cascading path from 
the floor to the ceiling, in visual reference to a kind of 
divine waterfall. There’s a Japanese Buddhist proverb that 
translates as, ‘Even [the experience of] a single shadow or 
a single flowing of water, is [made by] the karma-relations 
of a former life,’ suggesting that we are all interconnected, 
not only in this life, but also for all of eternity. Buddhists 
relate water and moral integrity or truth; another proverb 
states, ‘The end of snow is Nirvâna.’ 

Traumas of the Past
Shiota’s perception of death reveals her own spiritual-
ity, ‘Human life will probably merge with the cosmos. 
Perhaps death does not mean that we disappear, but that 
we fuse with infinity.’ In her 2010 solo exhibition ‘One 
Place’, at London’s Haunch of Venison, Shiota placed a 
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lone hospital bed within a web that formed a gothic can-
opy in the gallery space. Adjacent to this room, Shiota 
presented a second large-scale construction, comprised 
of found-windows collected from East Berlin construc-
tion sites, another of her signature materials. 

The symbolism of her chosen window building blocks, 
which the artist affixes in spiralling ascension towards 
the sky, has much to do with the history of her adopted 
home and the transformations East Berlin has undergone 
in the last century. Following reunification in 1989, the 
entire city of Berlin essentially became one vast construc-
tion site, which, even today, shows no signs of subsiding 
and offers little hope of ever being complete. Pre-war 
windows, such as those found in Chiharu’s work, were 
exchanged throughout the city for their more modern 
counterparts as Berlin began the tedious process of city-
wide refurbishment, effectively erasing tangible remind-
ers within the private sphere of the city’s traumatic past. 

Haunch of Venison’s exhibition text explains, ‘Those 
frames, those windows, were openings through which 
people living in the former East Berlin have looked 
and seen, in another time and space. Ingrained with 
memories of their previous owners, with thoughts of 
freedom, choice and liberation, they now act as traces, 
left-behind indications of what went before.’ Shiota al-
ways chooses materials with symbolic properties; she 
even once incorporated a piece of her own umbilical 
cord into an installation, the ultimate physical manifes-
tation of life’s interconnectivity. 

room of Memory, 2009 (above)
21st Century Museum of 
Contemporary Art, Kanazawa, 
Japan

in Silence, 2008 (middle right)
Installation, Centre PasquArt Biel, 
Switzerland

From - into, 2004 (top right)
Exhibited at the International 
Biennial of Contemporary Art of 
Seville, Spain
Courtesy the artist

Previous spread:
During Sleep, 2010 
Black wool installation, bed 
Dimensions variable
Installation shot, Haunch of 
Venison, London
Courtesy Haunch of Venison 2010
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Curator Dolores Denaro writes, ‘In Japanese culture, af-
ter a child is born and when the cord has come away, a 
carefully dried, preserved piece symbolising attachment 
and deep roots is locked away in a casket and given 
to the mother.’ In a 1995 installation, Shiota wound 
black thread around her own umbilical cord, which 
her mother had given her when she was 23 years-old 
(not long before she would leave Japan to study under 
Abramović), and strung it above a bed of ashes. Denaro 
raises the question: ‘Ashes to ashes, dust to dust?’ She 
continues, ‘Life and death are the focal point of Shiota’s 
work. Later she entangled a phial of her own blood 
with the space, expressing her urge to connect with the 
space, or more precisely, the universe.’

life’s infinite Cycle
Shiota’s installation at the 2010 Nada Art Fair in Miami 
filled Rotwand Gallery’s entire booth with her hypnotic 
threading, this time suspending a disjointed white stair-
case that led up to the ceiling. As with Shiota’s other 
works, the obsessive execution of her webbed interior 
is elevated beyond artistic craftsmanship to the realm 
of philosophical and psychological landscape, via the 
loaded symbolism of the objects she encapsulates. 

Often Shiota will incorporate romantic, seemingly vin-
tage dresses painted in white plaster in her threaded 
nets, which she explains as signifying ‘the absence of 
the person.’ In her most recent work, Shiota secured 
a wedding dress high to the gallery wall, from which 
1000m of clear tubes circulating crimson ink gracefully 
spilled out onto the floor below. Entitled ‘Dialog with 
Absence’, Shiota states that in this body of work she’s 
attempting to ‘show existence of the absent,’ another 
nod to Zen Buddhist thought. 

From February 12th through May 15, 2011, Shiota will 
be featured in a solo exhibition at La Maison Rouge in 
Paris, where she will construct another seminal installa-
tion, this time composed of suitcases, or, to put it another 
way, baggage. Shiota’s preoccupation with the wounded 
psyche may seem contradictory to the Buddhist connota-
tions of her work; however, Shiota’s desire to confront 
her personal anxieties and fears exposes a more universal 
fascination with the origins and directions of life’s infinite 
cycle, inherent to every existence, that ultimately touches 
each of us, binding us to one another. #

www.lamaisonrouge.org, www.chiharu-shiota.com

one place, 2010 
Installation shot, Haunch of 
Venison, London
400 windows (Eastside of Berlin) 
Dimensions variable
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