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I made a trip to and traveled extensively around
Benesse Art Site Naoshima. It marked a desperate
inquiry into and examination of how art can fit into our
daily lives and how we can create new relationships
with nature that surrounds us.

Art has many possibilities. Life is a series of
failures and successes, recession and progress, and
a succession of setbacks, slumps, and advancements.
Thereby we have learned and grown, and human beings
have survived up until today. Living in this nature is
itself a challenge, each and every. Perhaps art is the
visualization of such — as if quietly speaking to us, “Daily
life is a challenge.” Art can be self-education as well.

Upon seeing several architectural structures designed
by Tadao Ando on Naoshima, the notion of “challenge”
suddenly came to my mind. Ando’s challenging spirit
within the framework of architecture inspired and
triggered challenges in other genres at the same time,
prompting new discoveries as well. After arriving in
Naoshima, I visited the Chichu Art Museum first. The
museum was a space with full of various challenges.
Visitors experience art as if they are taking on
challenges with their entire bodies. It is by no means a
passive experience that is being fed to an open mouth.
When you open your mind and actively approach the
space as if accepting a challenge, it opens up and reacts
in response. This experience of art seemed ritual, or
like an initiation.

In modern times, rituals and initiations have
rapidly declined. Why so? The words “ritual” and
“ritualism” have come to mean something empty
and merely a formality. To some extent, rituals have
imposed control and impeded freedom. Perhaps, though,
the essential meanings of rituals no longer make sense.
Ancient people must have invented them for necessity
nonetheless. A ritual could be, for example, a funeral,
a festival, or an epitaph. Shouldn’t there be a need to
seek and to create new rituals again in our own time?
As I traveled around Naoshima, Teshima, and Inujima,
thoughts about the lost rituals came to my mind.

A ritual is a passage for mental energy. For
example, let us focus on a funeral. In facing someone’s
death, we may be devastated by grief. Our past
experiences are of no help. Suffering from sorrow, we
cannot move forward mentally and physically. It is like
water has been stopped from flowing, if mental energy
was like water flowing through our mind. The channel
of water has already been destroyed. Water does not
move. In order to reconstruct the channel in our mind
and move forward, our ancestors had a need for and
created rituals such as funerals. By moving our entire
body, the channel in our mind restarts because our
body and mind act in concert with each other. Rituals
invented by human beings have such a meaning.

Art has a similar root. I felt the deep significance of
experiencing art with my entire body, as if attending
a ritual while experiencing art across the Seto Inland
Sea. A rich island is one in which water is circulating.
When I saw the water resource of the rich island as its
name “# & - Tehima” suggests, a symbolic image of
flowing ‘mental’ water occurred to me. At the Lee Ufan
Museum in Naoshima,I experienced the figures, @yANN
— Circle, Triangle, and Square, which seemed to me
like a Zen question spinning out of the mineral world
to human beings. Not only my mind, but also my body
was automatically meditating, while walking around the
space.

In the Art House Projects on Naoshima and Inujima,
each work of art “lives” in each house just like a
resident. Works of art are scattered between houses as
well. With the purpose of seeing works of art, people
naturally walk across the span of island, from corner to
corner. These works of art play the role of a channel.
The entire island is experienced as a large museum.
Normally, a museum is an artificial structure in which
people walk around, but when you imagine that you
are walking around the island as a gigantic museum,
you are able to accept everything around you, from the
sunlight, the smell of the tide, to the plant, creatures
and minerals as components of the museum. When you
look for the works of art in this natural environment,
your eyes are already acting as an apparatus to sense
the aesthetic. Van Gogh once stated a similar idea,
“Don’t look for a beautiful landscape. You have to find
beauty in a landscape.” As you walk around the island
to experience the Art House Project and start to open
your eyes wider to find beauty, you will see the space
of your everyday life or this entire world as a huge
museum. If you do so, your daily life will transform
into a sequence of discoveries and surprises. It will
be as if you are retrieving the eyes of your childhood.
When you return to Tokyo from the Setouchi region
blessed with a rich natural environment, you may
feel there is little nature in Tokyo. Seeing most of the
ground covered with concrete, you may think the earth
is suffocated. However, the sky is still connected to the
earth and every single drop of water is connected to
water all over the earth. Even in life in big cities like
Tokyo, our aesthetic sensitivity will be maintained or
developed by feeling the density of air (which is the
same as feeling that of water), light penetrating the
space, and their interaction. This is what the sea and
nature of the Setouchi region and art together have
taught us through experiences directly with the senses.

The most impressive thing to me during the trip
around the islands was that we always have to travel
by sea in the region. If land symbolizes the world



of consciousness under the light, the sea symbolizes
unconsciousness without light. During my traveling in
the Setouchi region, since the sea as unconsciousness
always intervened, I felt my body asleep all the time
on board although my mind was awake, as if I was
traveling to connect lands while dreaming. While it
is certainly the world of life that produces lives, the
sea seems to be the world of death at the same time
because human beings cannot drink a single drop of
the bountiful seawater. Although it nurtures lives, one
can easily die when the boat sinks. The ocean at night
was a darkness with its mouth fully open. Through
the experiences of false sleep and death, life as a
phenomenon is renewed.

In Teshima, I experienced Les Archives du Ceeur by
Christian Boltanski. As a cardiologist, I would listen to
the heartbeats of others everyday for my job. However,
the experience of listening to the heartbeats of this
artwork in the darkness as a stranger traveling to the
remote island, it was as if going deep inside myself.
The experience is something like connecting through
a tunnel between anima and the world of Buddhism’s
Pure Land, in common with Teshima Yokoo House. In
the Teshima Art Museum, I thought of a single drop
of water and the seawater as being both part and the
whole, and also perhaps as my own life. A life cannot
survive without water. Life is composed of cells and
maintained by both 60 trillion parts together with the
whole, as if drops of water gather to form the ocean as
the whole. A drop of water exists everywhere in the
body. The delicacy and vulnerability underlying in all
living things create flexibility and tenacity. In a drop
of water, the time of the wheel of life that has been
continuing for billions of years flows. As water forms
life, the ocean, the sky, and air, this origin of life is
afloat everywhere and is ubiquitous. The idea that I
came to Teshima in order to experience and inscribe
this deep place of life into my entire body transfixed
me. I experienced another world of Buddhism’s Pure
Land by visiting the Teshima Yokoo House and
reversely came back into my own body by experiencing
Les Archives du Ceoeur. After becoming a microscopic
atom, I traced back to the origin of life at the Teshima
Art Museum for what seemed like infinity. Endlessly
toward the micro. The museum seemed to be the
womb of the island, an egg, and water, and also a ritual
repeating the history of life.

They say Naoshima may have been named by the
grand emperor Sutoku (12th century) and Inujima by
Sugawara no Michizane (9th century). Both are notable
vengeful ghosts in Japanese history. To convert negative
energy into positive energy is not only a wisdom of life
but also a magical domain that art can enter because

art is like magic in some respect. Happiness is certainly
wonderful. Unless supported by grief, however,
happiness cannot be substantial. Japanese culture
seems to have mercy on grief that quietly supports
happiness rather than on happiness itself. A great deal
of past grief underlies today’s happiness. Perhaps it is
because art fully plays its role on the island of Benesse
Art Site Naoshima, as a concrete example of the fact
that happiness is supported by past grief, and which
has become one of the most remarkable art sites of the
world. Art can create a new circulation of energy of the
land, as it can promote the circulation of water in our
mind and create a new circulation of our inner energy.

Discovering the islands, discovering art, discovering
myself. During this journey, I experienced feeling
reborn. It made me feel that medical care would be like
this in the future. While hospitals that cure diseases
are certainly important, for us to gain the energy to live
everyday and to renew our lives, medical care should
endeavor more to provide vigor to people. This effort
can be called “education’, or “art".

I am also grateful to Ayano Fujiwara and other people
from the Fukutake Foundation for their impressive
hospitality during my stay. Benesse Art Site Naoshima
may not have been possible without Benesse Holdings,
Inc. that is a company originally dedicated to education.
Educating people is truly a noble deed, and in sowing
various kinds of seeds, the seeds of ideas circulate like
water circulates across the earth.

Toshiro Inaba, M.D.
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including Inochi o Yobisamasu Mono (Anonima Studio) and Korokoro Suru
Karada (Shunjusha).



