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Abstract 

 

I have spent more than a quarter of a century living outside my homeland of Japan. In 

recent visits to Japan, I have noticed that my sense of belonging is growing stronger. This 

has caused me to question whether this is simply nostalgia or something deeper. I wonder 

whether my prolonged exposure to other cultures has enhanced my appreciation of my 

own, or whether I am losing my cultural identity and the idea of home is becoming more 

attractive because it feels familiar and safe.     

 

Through my studio work, I seek to juxtapose the present with the past, to examine the role 

that memory plays in our notions of home, and particularly to discover how my memories 

influence my emotional response to geographical and cultural dislocation. 

 

In this exegesis, I examine the nature of memory and the idea that home is not merely a 

place on a map. My research investigates whether a particular material associated with a 

specific place—in my case, wood—can be fundamental to developing a better 

understanding of who we are, where we come from, and why we call one place home over 

another.     
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Introduction 

For many people, notions of home and belonging are based in both the past and the 

present, in the physical nature of space and the emotional recognition of place, in a state of 

current reality and imperfect memory, and in the cultural background that informs our 

personal view of the world. As a Japanese national living and working in Australia, 

examining the concepts of home and belonging is important to understanding my identity. 

But the personal circumstances that inspired this investigation are also universal: home and 

belonging are concepts that we all relate to.  

From living and working in a different country to simply taking a holiday and finding 

yourself in a new location, past memories of home are the yardstick by which we measure 

our place in the present. The strength of that reaction depends on many factors, such as the 

length of time spent away from home, the connection we feel to a particular location, the 

cultural markers that define our understanding of home, and the immediacy and relevance 

of our personal memories. Through the processes of object making, assemblage, 

installation and traditional painting, this research sets out to examine the relationship 

between the materials I choose to use and the way they are influenced by, and in turn bring 

an influence to bear on, my memories of home.  

This exegesis is divided into four chapters and a conclusion. Chapter 1 introduces my 

research themes and documents the origins of my research project. Chapter 2 provides an 
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overview of my choice of materials and studio methods, including the particular qualities 

of wood with regard to its connection to Japanese culture, and examines the unique spatial 

geography of my home city of Tokyo. Chapter 3 provides details of the theoretical 

methodologies that underpin my research, and Chapter 4 focuses on the work that is the 

centrepiece of my graduation exhibition and draws together the studio and theoretical sides 

of my study.  
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Chapter 1. Recalling Home: Earlier Practice 

Since the beginning of my candidature in 2013, my understanding of notions of home and 

belonging has changed significantly. My starting point was an attempt to record my 

memories of home, particularly those based around the city of Tokyo. To do this, I 

employed a process of mapmaking in the traditionally understood sense of cartography. I 

created street maps based entirely on direct memories of places in the city that I had lived 

and worked in. These works consisted of oil paint on large sections of timber, reclaimed 

from demolished houses and recycling yards. The maps were fragmentary in nature, as I 

was making marks based solely on what I could recall after many years of living away 

from home (figure 1).  

Figure 1 Mika Nakamura-Mather Tokyo Memory Loss 2013 
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Distorted by time, distance, and the random connections that the human brain uses to link 

and access memory, these maps were both cartographically inaccurate and yet incredibly 

precise in terms of summoning numerous different moments and events from my past to 

my mind. Over time, however, I began to realise that it was not merely the marks I was 

making that were the link to home but also the material that I had chosen to work with: 

reclaimed timber.  

Figure 2 Mika Nakamura-Mather The world outside the Palace Walls 2012 
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Naturally, its physical aspect reminded me of the everyday wooden objects and items that 

have historically surrounded all Japanese people, from chopsticks or miso soup bowls to 

the floors, doors and sliding panels that have always been part of our homes, to the 

illustrated folding screens that were used to partition off sections of homes. These screens, 

called byobu, formed the basis of some of my first works (figure 2) as I sought to contain 

particular memories and places within their frames. I expected that the rigidly defined 

edges of the byobu would provide a natural border that would help me focus my memories 

and limit my examination to the surface area within. However, it became apparent that 

putting a physical constraint on the geographical location of my memories meant that I was 

not able to explore their connectivity and meaning thoroughly. I realised that the wood had 

a resonance for me that went beyond the boundaries of its own form and history. It 

provided a bridge between my current location and circumstances and my history and 

memories, allowing me greater freedom to explore why we call one place home rather than 

another, and to examine what notions of home actually mean when a person is separated by 

time and distance from the surroundings of their past.  
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Chapter 2. Materials and Practice 

To investigate and represent such a complex and personal notion as ‘home’, it is necessary 

to employ a number of interconnected areas of study. Some of these can be understood in 

practical or responsive terms that directly affect the physical appearance, construction and 

creation of my studio work, such as my research into the historical importance of wood as 

a cultural symbol. Exploring the perceived value of wood, as an entity in itself or as the 

material of found objects, is also an essential part of my process and of understanding the 

nature of both home and belonging. The practice of using found objects leads in turn to the 

notion of reworking or repurposing an object, and considering whether it is the form, 

function or memory of the object that is being appropriated by the artist.  

My studio work is based on examining personal visual memories and the continual study 

and reassessment of how those memories can be displayed and presented in order to 

provide a context for another person to gain insight into my culture and connection with 

home. In the latter half of the twentieth century, photography became the dominant visual 

medium through which people would record their memories of home. Therefore, 

developing an understanding of the strengths and limitations of photography as a method 

for recording memory was also fundamental to the ongoing process of my studio work.  

Clearly, representing home is not simply about producing a physical or structural likeness, 

or about utilising the innate properties of a preferred medium—in my case, wood—to 



14 
 

create a natural link with the past.  Home as a concept is defined by both personal and 

cultural identification, the influence of geographical absence, and by the current 

surroundings we find ourselves in. Home and belonging are autobiographical concepts. 

Every person interprets their meanings differently, yet we share a collective recognition of 

what is meant by both words. An area of interest therefore exists around defining what 

constitutes the autobiographical within a creative framework. Where do the boundaries 

blur between the micro and the macro viewpoints? With that in mind, I have also examined 

what effect being part of a dislocated diaspora may have on the kind of cultural markers I 

respond to, and to what degree our idea of home is made stronger by the distance we are 

from it.  

 

Furthermore, the role and mechanism of memory are worth considering. Human memory 

is personal, fragmentary and often untrustworthy, but how much are those perceived flaws 

and inconsistencies actually the basis of, and responsible for, the notions of home and 

belonging that each of us carries within us? As described above, the methodology I have 

used can be broadly divided into two streams: areas of study that are concerned with 

materials and practice, and ones that influence ways of reading notions of home.  

 

2.1 Wood: A Living Object 

Few materials speak of Japanese culture as powerfully as wood. From the solid framework 

of a traditional family home to the gilded and lacquered statues of deities worshipped in 

temples and shrines to the traditional wooden shoes called geta that are worn with the 
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kimono, wood in all its forms has always been an integral part of Japanese life, and Japan 

remains a nation and a culture very much in harmony with nature and history 

My choice of materials is influenced not only by tradition and culture but also by the 

tactile qualities and emotional possibilities of wood and its related materials—timber,
1

veneer, and paper. The Japanese installation artist and sculptor Kimio Tsuchiya often 

makes use of discarded wooden building materials (figure 3) to investigate the 

complexities of remembrance and shared history, producing what Junichi Shioda describes 

as “a very strong materiality, brimming with a rough sense of its own existence” (cited in 

Tsuchiya 2001, 14).  

1 Timber is the term for wood that has been cut for use as a building material. 
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Figure 3 Kimio Tsuchiya Time Crossing 2012 

This notion of wood being a living object, possessing a sense of its own value and self-

worth, is what allows it to have a connection to time and place that man-made materials 
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can never achieve. For me, this is crucial to creating a link to my Japanese ancestry and 

forging a bond between the artwork I am creating and the reason I am making it. The feel 

of the wood is integral to the process, not just in my hands when I am creating the work 

but also in the hands of every person who will touch it in the future and feel a connection 

with the past, and with nature. The natural flaws that permeate the timber, the warmth 

inherent in even the hardest wood, the curves and whorls within the grain, are all reminders 

of life. Wood is therefore the ideal substance around which to build my work, as my work 

is a reminder of life, whether it is my own much-travelled history, the increasingly lonely 

existence of the people of the Setouchi Islands, several of which I visited in 2013 to attend 

the Setouchi Art Triennale, or a memorial for a friend who has passed away. If we never 

live, we can never belong.    

2.2 The Historical and Cultural Significance of Wood in Japan 

Wood lies at the heart of Japanese culture. There is a natural abundance of timber in Japan, 

so it is an obvious choice of building material for Japanese homes and for making tools, 

household objects, and personal items. But beyond the convenience of availability, wood 

has long been recognised as possessing the attributes of being both aesthetically pleasing 

and highly durable. For these reasons, wood—in the form of timber and paper—has 

traditionally been a primary building material in Japan.  
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Another important factor to consider is that before the advent of modern construction 

techniques, timber buildings were better able to withstand earthquakes than stone or brick 

constructions. This is due partly to wooden buildings having a lighter mass and partly 

because, the joints function like shock absorbers during an earthquake, providing a certain 

amount of give and flexibility. Modern steel building construction techniques borrow this 

idea and often incorporate the concept of shock absorbers within their design.  The 

Japanese reverence for wood, however, goes deeper than the practicality and workability of 

the material itself. Writing in The Art of Japanese Joinery, Professor of Architecture 

Kiyosi Seike explains that:  

Everyone in Japan knows the word kodama, meaning the spirit of a tree. I 
think it must have been an early faith in kodama that caused the Japanese 

people to revere their trees, to care for them, and to actively promote 

reforestation. This same reverence no doubt accounts in part for the 

innumerable trees throughout Japan that are considered sacred. When I look 

at a beautiful example of wood construction, I cannot help thinking that the 

beauty of the architecture derives not only from its design and construction 

techniques, but also from the very soul of the wood. (Seike 1977, 5) 

As a species, humans are intimately connected with trees. Initially, trees provided us with a 

source of food and shelter and, later, the warmth and protection of fire and the building 

materials for the first man-made permanent structures: our first homes. Our symbiotic 

relationship with wood is long-standing and wood is a material that we know and trust. As 

Brian Parkes and Elliat Rich have noted:  

The life, death and decay of trees forms the basis of most terrestrial 

ecosystems on Earth. Trees affect the quality of air, the nature of rainfall 

and the habitat of most living creatures… they provide a potent symbol for 
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the delicate interconnectedness between humans and nature and remind us 

of the fragility of these environmental relationships. (Parkes and Rich 2013, 

13)  

 

However, wood also uniquely possesses the ability to remember. The living, growing tree 

records the history of its life and its surroundings in concentric growth rings that mark the 

passing of good years and bad, drought and fire, disease and health. This ability is not just 

confined to the living tree, wooden objects created by humans have the capacity to evoke 

memory too. As Parkes and Rich observe, “The surfaces of wooden things can record 

history and accrue meaning over time—scratches on a desk, peeled-back layers of paint on 

a weatherboard house or a drawer handle polished smooth from decades of use” (2013, 

11).   

 

Tom Mirams’s 2012 work the memory keeper (figure 4) is an example of the way that the 

natural and the remembered can be fused together in wood to evoke home. The work 

consists of the trunk of a Coastal Grey Box tree re-purposed to become a sideboard. The 

fallen tree has become an heirloom, a repository of history that will be passed down from 

generation to generation.  
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Figure 4 Tom Mirams  the memory keeper 2012 

Mirams uses the tree to tell the story of connection to place and the history of change in the 

river valley where he grew up. As Parkes and Rich observe, “Like many heirlooms the 

memory keeper comes with both a personal history and a story about its place in time and 

space” (2013, 210). The tree comes from an age and an area of Australia that witnessed the 

arrival of the white settlers, the sublimation of the Indigenous cultures and the re-shaping 

of the landscape. But it also comes from the farm that Mirams grew up on. It is part of his 

personal history and that of his family. The marks that scar its surface are both natural and 

man-made, detailing two histories in one form. Mirams has said, “If you are born into a 

place, it slowly accepts you and absorbs you into its collective memory and its history 

passes into you” (cited in Parkes and Rich 2013, 212). The re-purposing of the trunk of 

Coastal Grey Box tree is an example of the way in which timber embodies a sense of place. 

Memories are etched on it, history has passed into it, but its story is not permanent. 
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Mirams’s piece connects a reverence for the past with the reality of the present. 

The found wood used in my 2013 work Metropolis of Wood (figure 5) serves the same 

purpose. The various blocks and planks have been recovered from abandoned or 

demolished buildings in Brisbane and arranged to approximate the central area of Tokyo. 

Each block of timber bears its own marks and has its own story to tell in the same way that 

each area of the city is unique and has its own history. But equally, these histories together 

create a unified whole, and the areas and buildings they represent are contextualised within 

the scene as part of the city rather than emblems of individuality. In Metropolis of Wood, 

the hard lines and straight edges of the timber are used to visually represent the concrete-

and-steel structures that dominate modern-day Tokyo, but the tactile warmth of the 

material is intended to underscore the strength of the fundamental, organic connection that 

I feel to my home. The grain within the wood can be read metaphorically as the multiple 

layers of history and experience that comprise my memories of the city and as an 

acknowledgement that the city, like all cities, is a living, growing organism. The 

installation appropriates the history of each individual piece of wood to create a sense of 

the passing of time.  
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Figure 5 Mika Nakamura-Mather Metropolis of Wood 2013 

The scale of this work is also important. I have deliberately reduced the soaring 

skyscrapers and busy city to a size where the viewer can walk around the work, which is 

one way of reinforcing the personal scale of the Tokyo I remember. Until the mid-

twentieth century, the physical and structural limitations imposed by the widespread use of 

timber as the primary building material meant that Tokyo presented itself in a very 

different way to the grand cities of Europe. Hidenobu Jinnai wrote that:  
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The scale of Japanese cities is brought down to an appropriately human 

level, allowing the people living there to feel settled and comfortable. 

Whereas European cities are often pierced by straight, broad avenues 

originally laid out to accommodate vehicle traffic, the urban space of Tokyo 

was designed for foot traffic and the city was envisioned from a viewpoint 

that was relatively low. (1995, 126)  

Although this is no longer true in terms of the vertical plane being dominated by the 

innumerable tall buildings in modern-day Tokyo, the space these buildings occupy 

horizontally at street level remains consistent with Jinnai’s view, and Tokyo is still a city 

that is recognisable from, and navigable by, foot. This permanence amid the change has the 

effect of accentuating the sense of belonging that inhabitants feel for the city.  

Unlike the memory keeper, in which the materials used have a long and direct connection 

with the artist and the area in which the work was created, there is a dichotomy inherent in 

Metropolis of Wood in which wood salvaged from Australian homes is used to create a 

map of Tokyo. The timber is indigenous to one country yet representative of another and 

this dislocation of material from memory and object from subject are essential 

characteristics of my work that allow the introduction of other elements into the process 

that can provide new knowledge about the way we perceive and conceive the idea of home. 

In this case, the connective tissue is not the historical actuality of the materials but rather 

the experiences of the artist, an impression of home recreated through the objects at hand 

that best serve to approximate the reality of my memories.  
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Interestingly, when I considered the possibility of making a companion piece to Metropolis 

of Wood, a version of Brisbane city to show in Japan, I did not think that timber would be 

appropriate. Brisbane seems to be a city of the future, where traditional building materials 

like wood are incongruous rather than intrinsic; the huge Queenslander homes that require 

so much maintenance and upkeep are vanishing and being replaced with high- and low-rise 

concrete apartments that provide convenience rather than character. In world terms, 

Brisbane is a new city, in a rush to shed its short history and establish a long-term future, 

whereas Tokyo is founded on many centuries of history that it is interested in preserving 

within the context of modern urbanisation. This is reflected in the choice of wood as a 

major part of the Asakusa Culture and Tourist Information Centre, which opened in 2012 

(figure 6).  
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Figure 6 Kengo Kuma and Associates, Asakusa Culture and Tourist Information Centre 2012 

 

Asakusa sits at the heart of an area in Tokyo known as shitamachi, which translates as ‘low 

city’, referring to the fact that the lower buildings and narrower streets around the Sensoji 

Buddhist Temple reflect an atmosphere of the past. Designed by architect Kengo Kuma, 

the Culture and Tourist Information Centre takes the form of eight single-storey wooden 

buildings each sitting on the roof of the one below. The buildings are not replicas of 

historical or contemporary homes but interpretations of the traditional building materials 

and forms of Japanese dwellings. Kuma’s intention is to create architecture that remembers 
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or reimagines the site that it stands on, but not solely as a means of re-living or preserving 

the past but as a method of opening the door to new perspectives. Writing on the 

ArchDaily.com architecture website in July 2012, Kuma explained that the traditional roof 

lines in the Centre were both a nod to tradition and a new way of looking at structure, “The 

center extends Asakusa’s lively neighborhood vertically and piles up roofs that wrap 

different activities underneath, creating a ‘new section’ which had not existed in 

conventional layered architecture” (Kuma 2012).     

In Metropolis of Wood, the repurposing of the Australian timber to represent Tokyo also 

creates something new out of materials that are familiar. At the same time, the new thing 

being created is itself a representation of familiarity. The memories ingrained in the timber 

reclaimed from other people’s homes are used to evoke my autobiographical memories of 

home. The Japanese artist Kimio Tsuchiya has also used recycled or reclaimed building 

materials in his works, according to architect Hiroshi Naito:  

Tsuchiya’s work drags with it memories of human toil. Materials that in the 

paradigm we know as “reality” might have been finely tuned by man for 

consistency and logic, or entrusted with some unique function, inevitably 

arrive at a point where—their purpose served—they are deconstructed, 

stripped of their meaning and returned to simple substance. However, it is 

just before such materials are returned to their primary state that Tsuchiya 

picks them up and reconstructs them. In other words, through their 

incorporation into a new, unforeseen paradigm, the materials recover their 

brilliance and meaning. (Cited in Tsuchiya 2001, 24)   
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2.3 Photography and Memory 

Just over a decade ago, Nikos Papastergiadis wrote: 

In modern culture the relationship between identity and the image has 

reached such an extreme level of dependency that we could almost rephrase 

the Cartesian equation as: ‘I photograph therefore I exist.’ … The two are 

apprehended in a dialectical relationship; they are mutually transformed as 

the subject of identity is translated into the object of photography, and then 

in turn, the subject becomes conscious of his or her identity through the 

participation and response in this process of imaging. (2006, 45) 

Since then, the rise of the ‘selfie’ and the proliferation of social media sites such as 

Instagram, Snapchat, Tumblr, Flickr, Shots and Periscope that specifically exist to promote 

user-generated visual content have created an indelible symbiosis in the minds of their 

followers that my identity = my face. And so a billion selfies every day compound this 

message and broadcast the physical appearance of an individual to the world without, it 

seems to me, ever revealing anything about the subject’s character. This effect is a cultural 

phenomenon driven by the desire to belong, in this case to a community of like-minded 

people online; after all, that is why they call it a ‘home’ page. Photography has been co-

opted as the shorthand through which this community communicates: language can be 

divisive and difficult to master, but anyone can strike a pose and hashtag a few simple 

words. However, this is photography at its most fatuous and facile, and the medium is 

capable of revealing far more complex and insightful ideas about identity and belonging. 

As Papastergiadis noted, “There is no doubt that photography is a trigger for memory and 

association, but not every photograph that can produce this effect is personal” (2006, 46). 
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Thai artist Nipan Oranniwesna makes use of photography to bring the past closer to 

people, literally and metaphorically, and to examine what the concepts of identity and 

belonging mean in the modern world. In 2013, he was invited to take part in the Setouchi 

Triennale in Japan as part of the Fukutake House Asia Art Platform. The project was based 

at Fukuda Elementary School on the island of Shodoshima and the stipulations required the 

artist to produce a work within its abandoned confines. I visited the artist while he was in 

the process of installing the work and spoke with him about the concept, process and intent 

of his work Memory brings them back.  

Oranniwesna told me that the work was inspired by the 1954 Japanese film Twenty-Four 

Eyes by director Keisuke Kinoshita, an adaptation of the novel Niju-shi no Hotomi by 

Sakae Tsuboi (1952), about the relationship between a schoolteacher and her twelve 

students (the twenty-four eyes of the title). The story is set on Shodoshima Island between 

1928 and 1946 and is particularly well known in Japan. In addition to evoking a powerful 

sense of island life and the bonds between the villagers, it also contains a strong anti-war 

message set against the rising tide of Japanese ultra-nationalism that grew between the two 

world wars. Oranniwesna told me he was moved by the way the film portrays the 

characters’ humanism, honesty and love of nature, and that when he arrived in the village 

of Fukuda, he was dismayed to discover that the traditional island way of life portrayed in 

the novel and film had all but vanished and that the children now left for the mainland 

every day to attend school.  
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Inside the abandoned school in Fukuda, it was as if time had stood still. I saw for myself 

the text books still sitting on shelves, desks and chairs lined up in rows, children’s art still 

pinned to the walls and even lessons still written in chalk on the boards at the front of the 

classrooms. It felt as if the children would all appear again the next day for class as if 

nothing had happened.  

Oranniwesna explained that the first thing he did on arriving in the village was to walk 

around and get to know it better. He took his camera with him and began to photograph the 

surroundings. As he did this, local people asked him what he was doing, which began a 

dialogue between him and community members. The interaction began to suggest a 

direction for his work and he encouraged them to explore their memories of what the 

village used to be like when it was bustling and vibrant.   
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Figure 7 Nipan Oranniwesna Memory brings them back 2013 

Memory brings them back (2013, figure 7) depicted those memories as a rain of tears on a 

hardwood floor. The floor was installed by the artist in one of the classrooms at the 

abandoned school, using local timber and craftsmen. Oranniwesna then overlaid the floor 

with hundreds of what appear to be droplets of rain or liquid, each measuring no more than 

a couple of centimetres in diameter. Each droplet was built up painstakingly by hand from 

layers of overpainted resin and at the bottom of each one was a photograph of the village 

of Fukuda, either taken personally by Oranniwesna of the modern-day village or 
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photocopied by him from an original photocopy of the past belonging to a villager. Visitors 

to the work were invited to take off their shoes and walk on it, feeling the distance between 

the memories, and realising that the memories themselves were becoming islands in the 

larger history of the island of which they are a part. Oranniwesna also provided magnifying 

glasses so that the visitors could study each of the images in the droplets in greater detail 

(figure 8).  

Figure 8 Nipan Oranniwesna Memory brings them back (detail) 2013 

Viewing the image in the droplets up close seemed to draw the viewer closer to the past 

and the vanishing history of Fukuda, causing the surrounding spaces to seem even wider. I 
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asked the artist what he would like the piece to communicate and he told me that he hoped 

it would remind the people of the village, and of Shodoshima, and that their history had 

been a happy one that should not be remembered just in tears. 

Although the title suggests that there would have been a great many likenesses of people in 

the photographs used to create the tear droplets for Memory brings them back, this was not 

the case. The majority of the images provided by the locals were of the homes and 

buildings that had come and gone over time in the village, rather than its inhabitants. 

Because of this imbalance in the subject matter of the photographs, the work exhibited a 

strong sense of nostalgia for the place rather than the people, almost as if the people are 

potentially replaceable but only if the physical structures of the village and the way of life 

they represent can be preserved first. In her 1973 book On Photography, Susan Sontag 

wrote: 

It is a nostalgic time right now, and photographs actively promote nostalgia. 

Photography is an elegiac art, a twilight art. Most subjects photographed 

are, just by virtue of being photographed, touched with pathos… all 

photographs are memento mori. To take a photograph is to participate in 

another person’s (or thing’s) mortality. (Sontag 1973, 15) 

It should also be noted that the nostalgia felt by the older villagers does not appear to be 

one shared by the younger generation, perhaps because their experiences have always been 

of a village in decline. The village is their home for now, but most of their lives will be 

lived in absentia, attending school, finding work and eventually probably establishing their 

own home and family on the mainland.  
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Thinking about the disappearing waves of generations led me to consider that despite the 

dislocations forced on us by the modern world, for each and every one of us there remains 

a first memory - a single point in time that we can call our first moment of self-awareness, 

and from which all subsequent memories radiate out like ripples in time. This central point 

anchors our self-history and helps to define our sense of place in the world, and our sense 

of home. Ironically, the closer a memory or remembered image is to the source, the less 

likely it is to be clear and well defined. Yesterday looms larger in our mind than 

yesteryear. As new memories are formed, they overlap and intrude upon the space we 

allocate to earlier ones, pushing them back and consigning them to the past. The ripple 

effect means that it becomes harder to swim against the tide and dive back into the past. 

 

I created the works Echoes of the Past I and II (Home) (2015, figure 9) and Echoes of the 

Past I and II (Childhood) (2015, figure 10) after a trip to Japan during which I 

photographed the house I grew up in, my elementary school, the local shrine that my 

family would visit on celebration days, the university I attended, and the last apartment I 

lived in before I moved to Australia.  
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Figure 9 Mika Nakamura-Mather Echoes of the Past I and II (Home) 2015 
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Figure 10 Mika Nakamura-Mather Echoes of the Past I and II (Childhood) 2015 

The photographs are arranged in chronological order, with the ones that represent my 

oldest memories of Japan and my home town placed closest to the centre, making them 

hardest to see. The ones at the outside are of later memories and are more complete and 

undiminished. I placed the photographs on an old timber school drawing board to establish 

a link to the abandoned school on Shodoshima and reinforce the connection with earliest 

memories. Finally, I re-photographed the assemblage to create a single two-dimensional 

work rather than a three-dimensional sculptural piece, using the photographic medium as a 

means of locking multiple memories in one image. Sontag claims that “a photograph is 

only a fragment, and with the passage of time its moorings come unstuck. It drifts away 
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into a soft abstract pastness, open to any kind of reading” (Sontag 1973, 71). This idea is 

echoed by Beth Jackson in her 2016 essay “The World’s Lover”, written for the catalogue 

of the Surface photographic exhibition in which she states, “The photograph is the 

flimsiest and frailest of things, more pathetic than memory, just a tissue” (2016, 1). By 

establishing an interconnected ripple effect of memories, I aim to strengthen each 

photographed memory by introducing a narrative link to the next memory in line, 

providing a stepping point from one to another and reducing the likelihood of time setting 

them adrift or destroying their flimsy fragility.   

 

The notion that connection could help preserve a greater sense of memory and therefore a 

greater idea of identity also resulted in another work in 2015 entitled Dimmer and dimmer, 

fewer and fewer (figure 11).  

 

Figure 11 Mika Nakamura-Mather Dimmer and dimmer, fewer and fewer 2015 

 

The work consists of five kiritame boxes filled with over 700 interchangeable blocks of 

timber, each of which bears a single memory of mine in the form of a photographic print. 
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Kiritame boxes were used in Japan in the early twentieth century to store everyday items 

such as cut and trimmed foodstuffs or grain cereals. Like Matryoshka Russian nesting 

dolls, they are designed to fit neatly inside one another to save space when they are not 

being used. In Dimmer and dimmer, fewer and fewer, the everyday items they contain are 

memories of my past, each one preserved in isolation but at the same time connected to 

those around it. As time passes, the compartments in which we keep our memories get 

smaller and smaller as fewer and fewer of them remain available to us.  

The colour fades too as the brightness of more recent events is dimmed with the passing of 

time. The process is inevitable and natural, but what has been lost? How does the loss of a 

single memory affect those around it? And what happens at the end of the process: is there 

a single image left to remind us of who we once were or is the page simply wiped clean?  

In Dimmer and dimmer, fewer and fewer, I replicate this process by having the boxes 

diminish in size and the colours become less vibrant as the boxes become smaller. Each 

cube of timber in the kiritame boxes has an image/memory on one side, but they are not all 

visible at any one time. The cubes are stacked on top of one another and can be moved 

around within their box, but cannot be transferred from box to box. It is possible to arrange 

the boxes with as many or as few images visible as required. The last box currently 

contains several images but it could contain just one, or even none at all. The process is 

ongoing and dependent on how much or how little I wish to be reminded of home and to 

share those memories with other people. Sontag noted that, “A photograph is both a 

pseudo-presence and a token of absence. Like a wood fire in a room, photographs—
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especially those of people, of distant landscapes and faraway cities, of the vanished past—

are incitements to reverie” (Sontag 1973, 16).   

 

 

2.4 The Spatial Anthropology of Tokyo 

As previously mentioned, the use of timber in the construction of its cities was one of the 

identifying factors through which Japanese culture differentiated itself from others. 

However, the reality is that in the aftermath of World War II, there is very little wood to be 

found in Tokyo except in the shrines and temples. These structures fool the unknowing 

visitors into believing they are stepping back in time, but they were actually re-created to 

reinforce the residents’ sense of continuity and history in a city completely rebuilt from the 

ashes in the wake of a devastating campaign of fire-bombing. 

 

Today, steel and concrete dominate the cityscape and nowhere on the planet epitomises the 

idea of modernity as much as Tokyo. Japan’s capital city is a vast sprawling metropolis 

that covers 2,187.66 square kilometres, has over 13 million permanent residents, and 

whose appearance, compared to other major world cities, particularly those in Europe, is 

predominantly contemporary. This adds to the impression that Tokyo is a city that is 

always looking to the future and constantly reinventing itself. The truth is that its 

reinvention has often been driven by external forces, and the roots of the city’s culture go 

far deeper than the foundations of its buildings. 
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In his essay “The Philosophical Notion of the City” written in 1997, Heinz Paetzold quotes 

Hidenobu Jinnai, who calls the act of strolling around Tokyo an act of “spatial 

anthropology, which means a reading of urban geography in its multi-layeredness that… 

involves the reading of city maps, especially of former times, and the linkage of urban sites 

to the people’s memories” (cited in Miles, Hall, and Borden 2000, 218). Talking about 

Tokyo, Jinnai says, “Time passes, buildings are lost. But such a historical legacy does not 

disappear easily. Instead, it defines today’s urban districts and serves as a check on the 

depersonalistion of life and culture” (Jinnai 1995, 21).  

 

Perhaps, the proliferation of wood and timber in the building materials of Tokyo also helps 

to preserve the historical legacy Jinnai speaks of, working not so much as a check on the 

depersonalisation of culture but as a constant reminder of the past in amongst the modern. 

When wandering through the city myself, I was reminded of how many green spaces there 

are in such a large metropolis, not just the planned parks and recreational spaces but family 

and personal niches carved out from the urban sprawl. Jinnai too noted this when he wrote 

that, “Architecture includes not just everyday profane space within buildings, but also the 

sacred space of gardens and small shrines, as these tightly packed elements and meanings 

work together to form a little universe” (Jinnai 1995, 22). The fact that these gardens and 

shrines usually incorporate wood and timber, in the living form of a tree or via a built 

structure or carved form, is further evidence that Japanese culture is deeply entwined with 

this most natural of materials.   
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According to Jinnai, present-day Tokyo is the product of three significant periods of 

construction and cultural upheaval significance: the Edo period (1603–1867), the Meiji 

period (1868–1912), and the Western-influenced late Taisho and early Showa period of the 

1920s. As he writes, “The city is the result of the layering, one upon the other of these 

historically formed strata. Their interaction has given Tokyo an appearance different from 

that of cities in the West, one unique to itself” (Jinnai 1995, 6). Here, Jinnai is primarily 

referring to the structuring and layout of urban space at ground level. To fully understand 

the way in which the city operates spatially, one must also include the period of post-war 

economic boom in modern Japan that has resulted in the appropriation of vertical space in 

addition to horizontal planes.  

Jinnai asserts that: 

Tokyo today lives with and through its history. Although Western-style 

architecture and modes of transport were introduced wholesale to the city in 

modern times, its basic framework could not easily be destroyed. The city of 

Edo provided the design upon which, layer by layer, the modern and 

present-day cities of Tokyo were built. (Jinnai 1995, 5)  

The use of a plural at the end of the sentence is telling. Tokyo is not one city, it is many 

cities overlapping in the same space: an interlocking, interdependent concentration of 

cultural elements that coalesce to create “a metropolis where the intensity of change seems 

so great as to sever it from its past” (Jinnai 1995, 10). Nevertheless, it retains the 

unmistakably emotive characteristics of home for me.  
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For more than twenty years, I have lived in cities and countries that are not my home. I call 

them home when I live in them, but they are not my true home. The idea of ‘home’ is not 

simply one of geography: if it were, then I would call Fukushima home, as it is my 

birthplace, or I would call Shibukawa home, as it is where I spent my childhood. Instead, I 

call Tokyo home because it is the place that I feel most connected to. This is despite the 

fact that I have now spent less time living in Tokyo than I have spent living overseas.  

Primarily, I have lived in London, Sydney, and Brisbane, all First World Western cities 

that would superficially appear to have much in common with Tokyo in terms of standard 

of living, lifestyle, and freedom of expression. Each of these cities is part of the Japanese 

diaspora to a greater or lesser extent and each is within easy reach of Tokyo via air travel. 

Japanese food and restaurants can be found in these cities and they all have thriving 

Japanese communities. London can boast a history and culture at least as rich as Tokyo’s, 

and while Sydney and Brisbane have existed for only a short while in comparison, they are 

well-established cities with a strong sense of identity and individuality. So why does 

Tokyo evoke the idea of home for me when Fukushima, Shibukawa, London, Sydney and 

Brisbane do not? In the next chapter, I explore several methodologies that I have used in 

considering notions of home and belonging. 
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Chapter 3. Methodologies: Seven Ways of Understanding Absence, Home, and 

Belonging 

Many different methodologies can be employed when considering notions of home and 

belonging. I have employed the following seven interrelated theoretical lenses through which 

to focus on what home means to me as a Japanese person and artist: autobiography, memory, 

globalisation, the Japanese diaspora, the digital diaspora, psychogeography, and Decay 

Theory. Each of these has enabled me to privilege and acknowledge the complexity of my 

‘Japaneseness’ and my absence from home. 

3.1 Autobiography  

It could be argued that most conceptually driven contemporary art is to a certain extent 

autobiographical, or at least self-aware. Artist Satomi Matoba maps her personal place in 

the world as a Japanese woman by producing composite images that “register personal 

geographical experience, alongside broader historical and political realities” (Barber 2005, 

346). That is, she redraws the world as she sees it, autobiographically, based on instinct 

and personal experience but not constrained by the realities of geography or time. An 

example of this is Map of Utopia (1998, figure 12) in which Matoba digitally fuses 

together maps of Pearl Harbor and Hiroshima, the two locations where the Japanese 

involvement in World War II began and ended. By doing so, she raises questions of 

cultural imperialism, political power, military strength, and their human cost.  



43 

Figure 12 Satomi Matoba Map of Utopia 1998 

In this work and others like it, Matoba uses maps because their familiarity allows her to 

say something personal; when people see her work, they recognise the concept of the map 

but instinctively realise something is wrong with the image they are being presented with, 

and therefore their curiosity is aroused.  

My memories of Tokyo are also informed by my emotional response to the idea of Tokyo 

rather than an accurate rendering of its physical form. This physical estrangement from my 
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subject is what leads me to explore memory as a way for me to simulate walking the streets 

of Tokyo without actually being present in the city itself. In the context of my studio 

practice, memory and materials are both a means of rediscovery and a method of recording 

my individual relationship with my home. 

Like Matoba, I look to bring together seemingly opposite ideas to create a new way of 

remembering. In traditional Japanese art, wood is used as the tool for producing a print on 

paper, with the ukiyo-e woodblock prints of Hiroshige and Hokusai being among the most 

well-known examples of this technique. Once the wood has been used, it is no longer the 

focus of attention; it becomes secondary to the work on paper. In my series ‘Postcards 

from Home’ (2016, figure 13), rather than using wood as the tool to create the print, I 

chose to enshrine it at the centre of the work and to overlay it with a photographically 

transferred print of a moment from my past. I then cut ghostly figures into the print, 

representing my inability to precisely locate myself in that time and space.  
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Figure 13 Mika Nakamura-Mather ‘Postcards from Home’ series 2016 

The translucent prints and scratched-out figures allow the grain and texture of the timber to 

show through, demonstrating that the material is more permanent and clearly defined than 

my memories (figure 14). In this way, I am placing the work within the greater body of 

Japan’s historical artistic traditions and also locating my individual memories in the wider 

context of a cultural timeline. 
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Figure 14 Mika Nakamura-Mather Peacocks and Wisteria Trellis at High School, from the ‘Postcards from Home’ 

series 2016 

 

 

3.2 Memory 

Contemporary Japanese artist Kimio Tsuchiya, whose work is created by salvaging and 

reconfiguring building materials and consumer goods to examine feelings of loss, meaning 

and remembrance, states: 

No matter in what way or how far it is done, “record” is quantifiable fact; 

meanwhile “memory”, no matter how distorted its representation may be, is 

in itself truth. Be it memory that is stored in the brain or memory that is 

inscribed in the body, it is by memory that we live, and by memory that we 

die. (Tsuchiya 2001, 21)  
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Working in the early twentieth century, Marcel Proust identified memory as both a form of 

knowledge and an agent of the imagination. Proust recognised that “memory has a creative 

power in bridging the gap between past and present in a way that connects personal truths 

to a wider audience” (cited in Gibbons 2007, 3). Proust believed in two types of memory, 

the voluntary and the involuntary, the combination of which enables us to turn private 

understanding into public expression. According to Mary Warnock writing in 1987, Proust  

 

tends to characterise voluntary memory in terms of the production of images 

which convey the outer experience of things, events or experiences—

whereas involuntary memories are produced by the randomly encountered 

taste of a petite madeleine, which, uninvited calls up an assemblage of 

sensation and emotion that is beyond the reach of the intellect and voluntary 

memory. (Cited in Gibbons 2007, 95)   

 

Proust’s work confirms that memory is not merely “a storehouse of data which, given the 

right techniques, is recoverable in an ordered manner… it is a key to our emotional 

understanding of ourselves and the world” (Gibbons 2007, 4).  

 

History is most often viewed as a collective singular; that is, it consists of a specific 

timeline of events that has been universally agreed upon. This timeline has very little to do 

with an emotional understanding of the world and everything to do with an empirical, 

demonstrable series of events and facts. However, the notion of history as a collective 

singular is applicable only when the means of data distribution can be controlled. Writing 

in 1995, Andreas Huyssen states that in the future, the breaking or blurring of international, 

informational and social barriers will fundamentally overwhelm our ability to determine 
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definitive answers to questions of place and time, and memory will become the only means 

we have to “recover a mode of contemplation outside the universe of simulation and fast-

speed information and cable networks, to claim some anchoring space in a world of 

puzzling and often threatening heterogeneity, non-synchronicity and information overload” 

(cited in Gibbons 2007, 6). Memory, Huyssen suggests, “will become our primary method 

of finding a new mooring in an age of uncertainty” (cited in Gibbons 2007, 6). 

As mentioned earlier, I attended the Setouchi Art Triennale in July 2013 held on a group of 

islands in the Seto Inland Sea in the south west of Japan. This particular Triennale was 

established partly to inject new purpose and life into the area, as its future is full of 

uncertainty because the younger generation is abandoning the islands and their traditional 

way of life to find work in the cities of the mainland islands of Japan. Although the largest 

island in the group is still thriving, many of the smaller islands are suffering greatly from 

population decline. On islands such as Teshima, Inushima, Megijima and Ogijima, large 

numbers of abandoned and deserted homes are falling into disrepair. The homes have 

become ghostly reminders of the way life used to be on the islands. It seems that they will 

eventually vanish altogether.  

The result of my visit is a work called Paper Thin Walls (2013, figure 15), which is 

concerned with the loss of the traditional way of life on the islands of the Seto Inland Sea. 

Paper Thin Walls asks: In the absence of continued human occupancy, can a home retain 

memories that document specific events that occurred within its walls? 
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Figure 15 Mika Nakamura-Mather Paper Thin Walls 2013

For the work, I took photographs of the abandoned island homes and printed them onto 

sheets of tracing paper. I then used traditional origami techniques to fold the paper into the 

shape of houses. The nature of the printing and the semi-transparent material used means 

that the structure of the homes is still evident, but the specific nature of each home is thin 

and insubstantial. In life and in my artwork, it is becoming harder to know who lived here 

or what their lives were like. The homes, like the people who lived here, are vanishing. 

Soon, memories may become the sole proof that anyone was here at all. If this occurs, does 

the act of documentation, whatever form it takes, become more crucial in the preservation 

of an identity than the historical accuracy of what is being remembered?      
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According to curator Hajime Morita, writing in the essay “Sinking Time, and… Some 

Thoughts on Ash”: 

Our world is “remembered” within the framework of controlled time. 

Neither our life nor death can escape the repetition of memory’s generation 

and extinction. At the point of termination for we who have been granted 

life as individuals, our bodies encounter their physical death. Next, the 

deaths of the numerous memories that remember this death follow. With 

these two deaths, death is finally complete. The death of the individual is 

completed through the extinction of both existence itself and memory of 

that existence. However, during the process of death, new life and new 

memories are born. Through the unending repetition of limitless, countless, 

small deaths and lives, memory is regenerated, not on the level of the 

individual, but on that of the species. This is both the means and foundation 

for our existence as a consciousness. However, it is by no means the 

‘record’ of existence. Neither the faint breath that hints at our existence, nor 

the eyes that are expressive, nor the tender hands that hold affection, leave 

traces in this time by means of ‘record’. Only in ‘memory’ do they leave 

their hazy but definite impressions. (Cited in Tsuchiya, 2001, 21) 

Increasingly, it appears that the idea of home may lie more in the realm of memory than in 

reality. In the essay “Metamorphoses of Home”, Hiromi Kurosawa, Senior Curator at the 

21st Century Museum of Contemporary Art in Kanazawa, wrote that,  

The word “home” no longer signifies a space filled with happy memories of 

life there. We are losing the sense of trust that home once signified. 

Conversely, our yearning for a safe and settled place is growing stronger 

and stronger. If home is where people live, we cannot escape the fact that 

the meaning of home has been changed by the constant mobility and fluidity 

of contemporary life. (Kurosawa 2013, 159)  

In 2008, Claire Healy and Sean Cordeiro produced a work titled Not Under My Roof 

(figure 16) that consisted of the entire ground floor of a Queensland farmhouse that had 

been left derelict and subsequently been demolished. Writing on these artists, curator Anna 
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Davis notes that they have spent a considerable part of their careers travelling, and 

consequently their practice “reflects a preoccupation with the dynamics of global 

mobility… and the question of what constitutes home in a contemporary nomadic 

lifestyle” (2012, 9).  

As Not Under My Roof is hung vertically on the wall, rather than laid horizontally as floors 

normally are, its life-size scale enables the viewer to literally step back from the mundane 

nature of the object and reassess the size and complexity of home life. The history of this 

particular home has been worn into the linoleum, carpets, and wooden floors over decades. 

The recontextualisation of the remains of the abandoned building reveals the “dense 

layering of memories and personal histories embedded within long-term residences” 

(Davis 2012, 9). The work exemplifies the notion that a physical memory of a dwelling can 

remain long after the occupants are gone. Seen on the wall of a gallery today, the actions 

and interactions of the people who lived in the house many years ago are still vivid and 

immediate.     
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Figure 16 Claire Healy and Sean Cordeiro Not Under My Roof 2008 

The memories literally stamped into Not Under My Roof are local and provincial in nature. 

They speak of particular lives and events whose significance lies in the detail and 

individual tales they tell. This is the concept of home brought down to an everyday level. 
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Yet, it still has resonance for those who have never lived in the unique structure of a 

Queenslander home precisely because the movement and constant repetition described by 

the marks on the floors are common to homes all over the world. Our homes are places 

where the daily routine of life is at its most regular and nurturing. The familiarity of the 

habitual actions that take place inside them is what makes us feel secure. However, as 

Hiromi Kurosawa notes, “In the early twenty-first century we are experiencing at an 

accelerating pace the reality of living in an ever more fluid world in which one can no 

longer affirm that the place in which he or she is physically located expresses their being” 

(2013, 148). 

The idea that memory is becoming more and more important in the preservation of notions 

of ‘self’ and cultural identity is confirmed by the work of French theorist Pierre Nora who 

is quoted by Gibbons as saying that as time and history are compressed by the digital 

information revolution, memory will eventually supplant history as our primary source 

material for cultural identity. This is because “The privileging of memory over history 

represents a freedom of knowledge which can become less prescriptive and allows a 

transformation from the historical to the psychological, from the sociological to the 

individual, from the objective message to its subjective reception” (Gibbons 2007, 7).  

3.3 Globalisation 

As I am a Japanese woman who has lived for many years outside my own country and 

culture, the concept of globalisation is never far from my work. The world is in an 
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unprecedented state of upheaval and flux. The digital age has ushered in a new era in 

which the traditional physical barriers of place and time have become meaningless. People 

have open access to resources and ideas via the un-restricted and largely un-policed global 

miasma of the Internet, a comparatively recent phenomenon that, much like the world’s 

oceans, allows a freedom of passage that encourages exploration and connection. While we 

once relied on ships and aircraft to help us discover new and arcane information, now, this 

can be achieved through the click of a mouse. And contrary to expectations, one of the 

consequences of having access to greater information has been an increased desire to travel 

and experience these things in person. The number of people living, working, or simply 

travelling overseas is greater now than ever in human history, which has had “a profound 

effect on the way we understand our sense of belonging in the world” (Papastergiadis 

2000, 2).  

In the twenty-first century, no nation can completely close its borders: people, ideas, and 

information always find a way to slip through. Indeed, when it comes to ideas and 

information, it could be said that the digital age has ensured that there are no longer such 

things as borders. Cultural knowledge that resided with tribal elders or was confined to 

books and papers unavailable and inaccessible to the greater mass of the population is now 

widely disseminated. This means that the traditional migration routes established by 

colonial links or economic need no longer represent the sole driving forces behind the 

movement of people, and as Papastergiadis argues, it may be that “sociologists have 
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underestimated the extent to which migration is based on the transmission of ideas, 

stories… and rumours” (2000, 47).  

Papastergiadis points out that “throughout the modern period, most people have 

understood their sense of belonging in terms of an allegiance to a nation-state… and 

among the central aims of the project of nation-building was the unification of diverse 

peoples under a common identity” (2000, 2). This could be said to be particularly true of a 

nation such as Japan that actively restricted access to its borders in the past and attempted 

to promote ethnic homogeneity while also restricting the right to citizenship to those born 

within its borders. By comparison, “Since the 1970s, there has been a growing legitimacy 

of multicultural perspectives in places like Canada and Australia, which have questioned 

the dominant political categories for defining citizenship according to birthplace and 

residence within a nation-state” (Papastergiadis 2000, 3). 

One result of the ever-expanding number of interactions between cultures is the possibility 

of homogenisation: the notion that rather than celebrate what is unique and best about each 

separate culture, the cultural melting pot produces an ersatz global culture that subsumes 

the dangerous aspects of individuality in favour of a safer normality. My decision to 

examine the idea of home and my sense of belonging was partly influenced by the need to 

reaffirm who I am and where I come from. Having travelled to more than forty countries in 

my life and having lived and worked in Asia, Europe, and Australia, I have been exposed 

to many cultural influences and differences, sometimes for years. Therefore, I have come 
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to view the notion of belonging as fundamental to our personal existence on this planet. 

Foucault said that freedom at one level is understandable only in relation to its other, and 

so it is with belonging.  

It is impossible to create a system of belief that centres around belonging unless one has a 

point of comparison. At its most basic, this idea can be articulated as “I am Japanese, I am 

not Australian.” The point of comparison is a simple one of birthplace. Anyone who was 

born in Japan can claim this without having knowledge of Australia or what makes 

Japanese and Australians different, but it is a statement based on the cartographic borders 

that are currently being bypassed in terms of our everyday experience of the world and 

therefore is not enough. To properly be able to say “I am Japanese, I am not Australian”, it 

is important to be able to articulate the positive distinctions that make me a Japanese 

person. By this, I mean that it is not enough to acknowledge and appreciate the differences 

between cultures; a sense of belonging is not about understanding others, it is about 

understanding ourselves. Foucault’s explanation that we can only understand freedom by 

comparing it with another version of freedom still holds true: a comparison is still 

necessary. But in this case, it is an internal rather than external comparison between the 

person I was/am/will be in Japan and the person I am in Australia.  

At the roots of this understanding of belonging lie cultural and family histories. 

Historically, Japan’s social structure and the everyday life of its people have been well 

documented and preserved in written and artistic forms. Visitors to Japan often mistake its 
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strong sense of continuity and immutability for a strict adherence to tradition: rather, it is 

the natural outcome of a way of life that values respect for age (in both people and nature), 

family, history, and the concept of silence as a means to contemplate and further 

understand the world around us. As this silence is increasingly disrupted by the chatter of 

the contemporary, interconnected world, it could be said that globalisation is the direct 

opposite of the Japanese way of looking at the world, and that understanding my sense of 

belonging is more important than ever because I am a Japanese woman living in the 

Japanese diaspora today.  

Japanese artist Chiharu Shiota was born in Osaka and studied briefly in Canberra in 

Australia before establishing her practice in Berlin in 1996. According to Menene Gras 

Balaguer, Shiota deliberately sought out a place in the diaspora because “She knew that 

she needed to prolong an experience that was only possible if she maintained a distance 

from the academic training she had received and the environment where she had lived up 

to that point” (Balaguer 2015, 51). This does not mean that Shiota was trying to escape her 

origins; on the contrary, she uses distance and dislocation as a means of focusing on her 

place in the world. In her essay “Memory, Dreaming and Death” (2012), Kelly Long 

quotes Shiota as saying, “When I create, I do not think about Japan or my background. 

Once I have completed a work however, I see that there is a Japanese element in 

everything I do. It is like a passport, a visit card, an inseparable sign” (Long 2015, 110).  
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Figure 17 Chiharu Shiota Farther Memory 2010 

 

For the Setouchi International Art Festival 2010, Shiota returned to Japan to create a work 

called Farther Memory (figure 17) on the island of Teshima. The work is a permanent 

fixture on the island and I visited it in 2013. It consists of an octagonal tunnel built out of 

old windows collected from around the island that leads to a disused community hall. The 

wooden window frames come from the abandoned homes of people who have long since 

left the island. Madoka Matsumura, Curator at Marugame Genichiro-Inokuma Museum of 

Contemporary Art, wrote in her essay “The Works of Chiharu Shiota – A Study (2012)” 
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that Shiota has often said that she chooses her materials so that her work is open and 

accessible to others: “Objects commonly seen or worn in everyday life lend themselves to 

interpretation by viewers, based on their own personal experiences and memories” 

(Matsumura 2015, 102). In this case, other islanders would recognise that the windows 

could easily have come from the homes of families they knew or grew up with who are no 

longer living on the island. For non-islanders, such as me, the simple act of looking 

through the windows encourages a connection with the past and offers the chance to reflect 

on what the future holds for the islands. Shiota’s conscious decision to absent herself from 

Japan and its cultural history means that memory is an enduring theme in her work and, as 

Matsumura points out, “The most important thing is her obsession for preserving the past, 

preventing the deterioration that time imposes: the solution lies in making it a part of her 

life, to save it from abandon, and to keep it from being erased” (Balaguer 2015, 51).   

Shiota recognises and draws inspiration from the central truth that preventing the 

eradication of cultural and racial memory is one of the fundamental roles of any diaspora.      

3.4 The Postcolonial and Japanese Diaspora 

Diaspora is traditionally understood as referring to a mass dispersion of an involuntary 

nature, usually caused by war, natural disaster, or colonial slave-trading. However, none of 

these definitions can be truly applied to the Japanese diaspora. Between 1633 and 1868, 

Japan was closed to outside influences and was not an expansionist nation. Under a system 

known as Sakoku, literally translated as ‘locked country’, the foreign policy of Japan 
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declared that no foreigner could enter the country, nor any Japanese leave, on penalty of 

death. Consequently, there was no mass movement of Japanese people outside the borders 

of Japan for purposes or trade or colonisation. While there were exceptions, during this 

period, the world generally remained ignorant of what went on in Japan and the Japanese 

were uninterested in the world beyond the reach of their fishing fleets. One effect of this 

closed-door policy was to create a cultural identity that remains remarkably pure and 

strong despite the fact that postcolonial Japan has voraciously adopted many foreign 

concepts and customs. 

The restoration of the Meiji imperial dynasty in 1868 marked the end of Japan’s self-

imposed exile, and Japonism, a term coined in 1872 by critic Philippe Burty (Weisberg 

1975, 120) began to impact and influence art, fashion, and aesthetics in Western culture. 

However, it was not until after World War II that a true Japanese diaspora began to exist. 

While the consequences of having been defeated at the end of World War II had a bearing 

on the creation of the modern-day Japanese diaspora, it is important not to connect the 

existence of a Japanese diaspora with the effects of postcolonialism, which is a problematic 

phrase in terms of Japanese history. 
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As a former empire with overseas colonies before World War II, Japan could be 

considered to be a colonial power; however, defeat in 1945 and the subsequent occupation 

of Japan by American forces could also place it in the position of subaltern. Additionally, 

there is the problem that postmodernist theory recognises that the development and 

establishment of a national identity is essential to the creation of independent states and 

countries in the aftermath of decolonisation, where the people of an occupied country have 

been forced to adopt the way of life of their oppressors. This was not the case in Japan, 

where the cultural identity remained strong and continued to flourish throughout the six 

years of post-war occupation.  

 

Instead, it is probably more correct to see the presence of Japanese people abroad as a facet 

of globalisation and the spread of ideologies and cultures that affordable air travel and 

mass media made possible from the 1970s onwards. Some diasporas are based on causes 

such as imperialism, labour migration, or geographical reasons of cultural dispersal, but the 

Japanese diaspora was initially driven by business imperatives. The strength of the 

manufacturing and monetary institutions in Japan after 1970 allowed for overseas 

expansion and investment on a large scale and this created an influx of white-collar 

workers and families to developed nations.  

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Imperialism
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Today, the Japanese diaspora is widespread but not as large in number as many other 

cultural and national groups. According to the Association of Nikkei and Japanese Abroad, 

there are about 2.5 million Japanese citizens living in countries outside Japan. Individually, 

they are known as Nikkei. In Australia, they number around 40,000 and most are of 

relatively recent arrival, only appearing since the Japanese economic boom of the 1980s.  

Dislocation as a process consists of many possible phenomena: “Of movement, of 

memory, of learning new things, of repressing old knowledge, of forbidden nostalgias and 

of material exchanges and cultural circulations” (Rogoff 2000, 37). With regard to my 

research, the quality of forbidden nostalgia, expressed internally in thoughts of return and 

feelings of longing for home, is particularly relevant. It is impossible for a Japanese citizen 

to hold dual nationalities. For many Nikkei, the idea that staying permanently in another 

country may require the surrender of Japanese citizenship is unthinkable. For that reason, 

for those living a life of dislocation, connection to a wider diaspora is an essential way of 

maintaining and preserving the memory of their culture and sense of self. As the former 

Director of the Campbelltown Arts Centre in Sydney, Lisa Havilah, says: 

Our sense of the world is shaped by myriad influences—the cacophony of 

ideas and information that contribute to the ongoing reshaping of our 

perception of contemporary life. One of the most significant ideas of interest 

to artists in today’s changing society is that of cultural distance and how the 

gaps in understanding between people, cultures and countries can be closed. 

(Havilah 2010, 17) 
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Havilah’s insistence that technology is shaping our world is undeniable, and in a sense, it is 

leading to the creation of an entirely new kind of diaspora: a digital diaspora.  

 

3.5 The Digital Diaspora 

Over the last few years, a revolution has taken place in the way we view the world. That it 

has gone almost unnoticed is due entirely to its radical perspective; the nationalistic, global 

overview has re-aligned itself with the individual rather than the collective experience. In 

On the Map, Simon Garfield suggests that: 

The internet has effected an extraordinary and significant change. Before 

astronomers faced the gallows for suggesting otherwise, our earth stood 

firmly at the centre of the cosmos; not so long ago, we placed Jerusalem at 

the centre of our maps; or if we lived in China, Youzhou. Later, it might be 

Britain or France, at the heart of their Empires. But now we each stand, 

individually, at the centre of our own worlds. On our computers, phones and 

cars, we plot a route not from A to B but from ourselves (‘Allow current 

location’) to anywhere of our choosing; every distance is measured from 

where we stand. (2012, 19) 

 

This re-shaping of the world is significant because it humanises our relationship with the 

spaces around us. We now ask “Where is the world in relation to me?” not “Where am I in 

relation to the world?” This shift in perspective promotes the notion that the individual 

experience of a place is fundamental to the question of why we regard a particular point on 

the planet as home, regardless of whether or not we were born there.  

 

The key to this reinvention of the world is digital networking technology. Where once 

‘You Are Here’ was a geological locator, now it can just as easily be the value we place on 
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ourselves as an integral part of the story: Where am I in my life, where have I been, where 

am I going? ‘You Are Here’ has been replaced by the phrase, ‘I Am Here’: the second-

person pronoun has been superseded by the first-person. The inevitable outcome of a focus 

derived from individual experiences is a greater personalisation of art, though not 

necessarily the creation of a greater individuality. In 1998, Celia Lury wrote that,  

over the last century, memory has come to acquire an ever greater 

significance as one of the principal relays between interior life and exterior 

life, between private and public, the individual and society. One of the most 

important ways in which memory has come to have this role is through the 

narratives of self and collective identity. (cited in Garfield 2012, 105) 

If a culture represents an example of collective identity derived from a myriad of self-

identities, a living example of the notion that no-one ever remembers alone, then it follows 

that the opposite must be true: a self-portrait can also be a portrait of a culture. This is not a 

self-portrait in the mirror-image, perfect-likeness physical representation of a person sense 

of the word, but self-portraiture as a means of expressing personal experience. For those 

who are growing up in the social networking generation, this self-portraiture takes the form 

of extended timelines of Instagram posts, tweets, text messages and Snapchat snaps, whose 

motto of ‘Life’s more fun when you live in the moment’ could be the clarion call for the 

digital diaspora generally. Their culture spans continents without regard for borders or 

cultural barriers, spreading information in a series of loosely linked, but fundamentally 

self-centred, bites of everyday life that juxtapose a range of memories. It is impossible to 

know what message we will receive next and thus it is impossible to determine the links 

that will be made through the alignment of the information we are offered.  
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In a very real sense, once we commit to being a part of the digital social networks that 

surround us, we become a digital flâneur, unable to control what our eyes or ears will 

encounter next, but prepared to be constantly surprised and amazed by the possibilities 

inherent in this freedom of information and breadth of access. Considering the above led 

me to create Window Boxes (2013–15, figure 18), an installation that consists of a series of 

connected but individual pieces. Window Boxes is memory employed as a documentary 

tool, filtered through the contemporary concept of the multiple networking of social media, 

where each piece stands alone but can also be understood as part of a larger group that 

informs and adds context to its siblings. 

Figure 18 Mika Nakamura-Mather Window Boxes 2013–15 
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Viewed individually, each box contains a single memory of a definite place and time: 

taken together, they provide a narrative of my journey so far. At its heart lies a familiar, 

traditional subject—the home—but the work is conceived in a form that acknowledges the 

way in which technology is refocusing the world around the individual, helping them to 

employ memory as a personal storytelling or mythmaking device.  

Each piece began life as a square wooden box called a masu, made from Japanese cypress. 

Masu were originally used by merchants in feudal Japan to measure amounts of rice and 

volumes of sake. They have a long and deeply rooted tradition that connects them to one of 

the most basic needs of human existence, the need to eat. Today, their original use as a 

merchant’s tool has been largely forgotten and they remain familiar to Japanese people 

only through the practice of using them to drink sake from, particularly at important 

ceremonies such as weddings. One ceremony that has particular relevance to my work is 

the Jichinsai ceremony, a Shinto ground-breaking ritual performed whenever a new 

building or home is to be constructed. The spot where the new building will stand is 

purified and sanctified during the ceremony and a masu of sake is left to appease the Kami 

or earth spirits and ensure good fortune for the building and its occupants. Even in 

contemporary Tokyo, this ancient ceremony provides a link to the past and connects every 

new building to the history of the city. In selecting the recognisable, unmistakably 

Japanese shape of the masu box to house this autobiographical work, I was mindful of Joan 

Gibbons’ statement that “Selecting forms from popular culture… parallels the way that 



67 

memories themselves are frequently mediated and reshaped using images and forms that 

are readily available in the wider culture” (2007, 21). That is, I was using the masu box to 

represent home because of its familiarity to both Japanese and Western eyes as a symbol of 

my country and therefore of myself as a Japanese person.  

Figure 19 Mika Nakamura-Mather Window Boxes 2013–15 

Each box in the installation contains two transparent sheets on which are printed 

photographic details of different homes that I lived in in Europe, Japan, and Australia. The 
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effect of light filtering through the box produces a planet-like image at its centre (figure 

19). The planets at the centre of the masu boxes represent the separate worlds that I have 

visited and map my personal journey through my unique universe. Each box is self-

contained in the same way that each bite of information on social networks can be read as a 

single act of communication but also part of a larger whole in which individual pieces 

become stronger and more meaningful when seen in the context of an overarching 

narrative. Much like the packing crates that carry my belongings from one city to another 

these particular boxes carry my history from one day to the next. They are a means of 

mapping my journey through life and, by so doing, focusing my thoughts on the realisation 

that I do not recognise the places that I have called home as being truly ‘home’.  

3.6 Psychogeography and the Psychographic 

The idea that it is possible to map, or at least represent through non-specific marks, the 

soul of a city lies at the heart of the idea of psychogeography. One of the central pillars on 

which this idea is based is the concept of the flâneur, “the wanderer whose movements 

transform his surroundings” (Coverley 2006, 59). As the flâneur wanders aimlessly or, 

more accurately, with no predetermined goal, guided by the vagaries of time and chance, 

he or she is exposed to an unplanned and unlooked for version of reality. As a 

consequence, this method of urban exploration can result in a sense of engagement with 

the places and people they encounter that achieves an unexpectedly emotional and personal 

depth.  
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In my case, only by walking the streets of Tokyo, physically or in my memories, can the 

true nature of my relationship with my home be defined. Having been away from Tokyo 

for many years, I realised that it would be necessary to spend an extended period of time 

there at some point to reconnect my dislocated self with the reality of the world I was 

attempting to recall, both as a means of confronting the accuracy of my memories and as a 

source of fresh stimulus material. To that end, I undertook a three-month residency at 

Tokyo University of the Arts during the summer of 2015 in order to inhabit the role of 

flâneur in my home city. 

In many ways, the flâneur owes their existence to the modern understanding of travel. In 

Atlas of Emotion, Giuliana Bruno explains that travel was not originally considered to be 

primarily either a visual experience or a form of sightseeing; rather, it was undertaken for 

business, military, or religious reasons. However, “Between 1600 and 1800 treatises on 

travel shifted from considering touring as an opportunity for discourse, even when it 

involved direct experience and personal observation, to viewing it fundamentally as 

eyewitness observation” (Bruno 2002, 191). Bruno goes on to describe how preparation for 

travel evolved to mirror this change, with a greater emphasis being placed on visual stimuli 

such as maps, illustrations and later photography and film as a means of whetting the 

appetite for what lay in store. According to Bruno, “Wandering or traveling became a way 

to know, transforming knowledge itself into a geographical matter” (2002, 191).   
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In Tokyo, as I walked through new areas, passed by new buildings, and observed new 

personal technology in use, it occurred to me that we can also say that this notion of 

travelling being a way to know also works in absentia. Being part of a dislocated 

community can help to increase the traveller’s understanding and knowledge of their own 

culture and history by heightening their awareness of the things that are unique to their 

home country through the observable differences in their current situation. Perhaps not 

being surrounded by the familiar signposts of my culture every day has allowed me to 

recognise them more readily and recall them more acutely than if I was surrounded by 

them at all times. The question then becomes: how much does the contrast between my 

current surroundings and those I am attempting to remember and document influence the 

strength and veracity of my memories? Australian printmaker Glen Skein wrote in his 

essay Mytho-Poetic: Foreign Correspondence that: 

The process of connecting identity and place with history relies upon the 

alignment of both the familiar and the foreign… a more eloquent 

confirmation of place is acquired by a mediation that recovers and 

rediscovers the past. The founding of meaningful connections between 

history, memory and place requires an imaginative and poetic searching 

within the layers of personal consciousness. (Skein 2013, 14)  

 

During my stay in Tokyo in 2015, I was walking around Ningyocho when I discovered a 

small, locally owned shop where they make and sell tofu. Tofu-no-Futaba was established 

in 1907 and is now run by Minoru Tanaka, a fourth-generation tofu craftsman who makes 

fresh tofu every day on the premises by hand. I bought some and was intrigued to discover 

that not only did the owners use the traditional process to make tofu, but they also sold it in 

a traditional container: a section of bamboo cut near the point where the solid nodes divide 
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the stem into hollow internodal lengths. The freshly made tofu is poured into these bamboo 

pots and allowed to set. At a time when almost all the food we eat is packaged or wrapped 

in plastic, it was a refreshing surprise to find this tradition was being kept alive in the heart 

of one of the world’s most modern cities. The bamboo containers reminded me how 

different things are in my home country compared to my adopted one, and reinforced my 

belief that the reverence for wood and timber is a major contributing factor to the Japanese 

sense of identity and belonging. Bamboo has been used for many things in Japan over the 

centuries that have helped establish the national culture as a building material, as 

chopsticks, as a means of writing, as a fishing rod and as a training weapon in place of a 

real sword. According to tradition, Japanese telescopes were also originally made of 

bamboo, its strength and impervious nature making it the ideal material to house lenses and 

create the shape needed to focus light. 
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Figure 20 Mika Nakamura-Mather Telescoping (the tyranny of distance) 2015 
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While I was completing my residency at Geidai and residing in Ningyocho, I obtained 

several sections of bamboo from Tofu-no-Futaba and began work on what would 

eventually become Telescoping (the tyranny of distance) (2015, figure 20). The work 

consists of sections of indigenous Japanese bamboo, kyogi paper (thin sheets of wood 

grain veneer), natural Japanese mineral pigments, and ink. I drilled a hole through the 

nodal diaphragm to create a clear line of sight through the bamboo section and mounted 

each section on a small shelf that could be attached to the wall. On looking through the 

bamboo, the viewer will discover a phrase and a colour on Japanese kyogi that are related 

to a unique experience of mine that reminds me of my homeland: moments of clarity that 

represent the things I miss most when I am overseas. (These memories are based on the 

five senses, and their universality in this respect may trigger in the viewer their own 

particular memories of home.) The memories I chose to preserve are divided into seasonal 

groups and include phrases such as cherry blossom on a rainy day, watching the fireflies, 

ginko leaves on the ground, and mountains covered by snow.  

Seen through the lens of time, each experience may appear to be just a memory, but the 

moment I set foot in Japan again, they become immediate and contemporary, suggesting 

that memory is affected by distance as much as time. The title of the work is derived from 

Geoffrey Blainey’s 1966 book The Tyranny of Distance: How Distance Shaped Australia’s 

History, which examines the ways in which Australia’s geographical remoteness has 

shaped the national identity (specifically that of the non-indigenous population). I too feel 

remote and separated from my own culture in Australia and recognise that, in my case, the 
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tyranny of distance is not just one of dislocation but also of loss of memory and contact 

with the everyday items that shape my cultural identity, such as the bamboo tofu 

containers.  

 

 

3.7 The Silent Sadness of Decay Theory 

Between March and June 2015, I undertook an intense period of study at the Ueno Campus 

of Tokyo University of the Arts (also known as Geidai), under the tutorship of Professor 

Hirotoshi Sakaguchi of the Faculty of Fine Art. In total, the residency lasted twelve weeks 

and I was provided with studio space in the Fine Art department and expected to attended 

lectures, tutorials and group discussions and produce work for a group show alongside 

other postgraduate students at the end of the semester. Outside the university, I attended 

exhibitions at a wide range of public and private galleries and also met with Professor 

Kimio Tsuchiya of Musashino Art University, whose work I have made reference to 

several times in this thesis and with whom I was able to discuss my research and practice.  

 

During my residency, my intention was to both immerse myself in the culture of Japan, 

and my hometown of Tokyo in particular, and to observe as dispassionately as was 

possible the effect that this temporary relocation and reconnection had on my memories 

and my connection with the past and my culture. This was the longest continuous period of 

time I had spent in Japan since moving to Australia fifteen years prior, and represented an 

opportunity to examine the changes effected by an extended dislocation from home.  
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For the period of the residency, I chose to stay in an area of central Tokyo called 

Ningyocho, located where Nihonbashi meets the Sumida River. Ningyocho is considerably 

less developed than many other central areas of the city and still maintains some of the 

character of pre-war Tokyo, with a greater presence of low rise architecture and examples 

of traditional crafts and historical shops surviving to the present day. It is also an area that I 

was not overly familiar with and for that reason I was keen to explore it with relatively 

fresh eyes to examine whether the notion of memory is intrinsically linked to the personal 

experience of having lived on a particular street or can be appropriated from the familiarity 

of objects and surroundings.  

 

Many of the places I remember in Tokyo have changed radically in the time since I lived 

there, to the point where they are unrecognisable, but Ningyocho still offers a glimpse into 

the Tokyo that I remember from when I lived there thirty years ago. In Ningyocho, I found 

that small, everyday items could trigger a memory that I had not accessed for a long time 

and that once that memory was awakened, the more I worked on recreating it, whether in 

my head or on the page or in physical form, the more it generated detail.  

 

This idea of awakening memory led me to examine Decay Theory, an idea first suggested 

by Edward Thorndike in 1913. In The Psychology of Learning, Thorndike proposes that if 

a person neglects to access and use their memories, the memory trace will fade or decay 

over time. The concept is based on the notion that when we learn something new, a 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edward_Thorndike
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Learn
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neurochemical ‘memory trace’ is created in the synapses of the brain that retains the 

chemical stimuli necessary to recreate the way we felt at a particular time; once accessed, it 

can initiate recall. However, being chemical in nature, this trace slowly disintegrates over 

time, meaning that we lose the ability to trigger all or part of the information it contains. 

Experiments by researchers such as Professor John Jonides have shown that neurons can 

die off or lose their ability to fire as we age and that while neurons that die off cannot be 

retrieved or regrown, some neurons that are apparently inactive can be reset and their firing 

ability restored (Jonides, Lewis, Nee, Lustig, Berman and Moore 2010). 

Walking through Ningyocho one day, I entered a small shop in one of the back streets near 

where I was staying and came across a carousel with a selection of tourist postcards 

depicting views of Tokyo. Several of the cards at the front of the rack had obviously been 

there for quite a while as the colour on them had been affected by continuous exposure to 

sunlight, yet the card immediately behind them was as bright as ever. Looking at the 

postcards, I realised that while I was staying in Tokyo, all my communication with people 

back in Australia, friends in London and even those around me in Japan was by electronic 

methods, whereas not too long ago it would have been by postal means. The postcards still 

available in Japanese stores are no longer being sent for interpersonal communication but, 

if they are sent at all, more as a nostalgic nod to the past. Previously, Leonard A. Lauder 

observes, they represented “an inexpensive, swift means of visual and written 

communication that bridged time and distance” (Lauder 2004, 10), but that is a role now 

occupied by the Internet.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Neurochemical
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Neurons
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The shift from traditional methods of communication to today’s more technologically 

driven world has rendered the postcard virtually obsolete: why send a message through the 

post when you can post one online instantly? For many people, particularly the younger 

generations, the visceral thrill of being transported in real time to the other side of the 

world thanks to an Instagram image is far more immediate and gratifying than the delayed 

arrival of a postcard sent a week earlier. It also allows the sender and recipient to share the 

moment with a wider number of people, increasing their impression that their journey is in 

some way significant due to the number of ‘likes’ it receives. It can be viewed over and 

over again, but it is forgotten almost as soon as it is taken, swiped away in the avalanche of 

similar moments that digital technology allows us to store in infinite numbers. Writing in 

2012, Jennifer Johung suggested that this digital technology is “inseparable from 

contemporary identity formation and modern globalized expansions into space. Many of us 

today cannot seem to imagine what we were like, or how we understood our world, before 

Web-based technologies” (Johung 2012, 149). 

 

The postcard itself is therefore becoming a memory. People no longer send them in the 

numbers that they once did. Regardless of what image or message it bears, the postcard no 

longer speaks of the excitement of travel nor acts as an archival document. Lauder tells us 

that once, “every incident, from floods to earthquakes to wars, was sketched or captured by 

a snapshot photograph and turned instantly into a postcard that could be sent to distant 

friends and relatives” (cited in Usui 2004, 11). While first the television and now the 
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Internet can take us to the very edges of the map and beyond in a split second, the surprise 

of seeing an unexpected view or being introduced to an unusual culture or far off 

catastrophe via a postal message from a traveller appears to be losing its relevance.  

 

In response to this stimulus, I created the series of timber postcards entitled ‘Postcards 

from Home’ (2016, figure 21) that speak of single moments in my life but that signify a 

wider cultural reality. The images on the front are taken from memories of my childhood 

growing up in Shibukawa and of my time at university and living in Tokyo. 

 

 

  Figure 21 Mika Nakamura-Mather Sunday shopping in Ginza (from the ‘Postcards from Home’ series) 2016 
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I chose to use photography as the basis for these images partly to reflect the visual style of 

tourism postcards but also because as Gibbons points out: 

 

The photographic process involves a ghostly transference of the real (the 

loss of corporeality) in which objects are dematerialised and transformed 

into images, so that the connection to the real is not just a transmutation 

assisted by certain mechanical and chemical processes, it is also 

alchemical… (2007, 37)  

 

 

This description seems to me to be one that could also be applied to the process of 

memory, in which a particular moment is released from the realities of time and space and 

reformed via the electrical, chemical and neurological processes of the brain into 

something more than mere documentation. And if we accept that an alchemy occurs when 

memories are formed that transmutes the everyday and the mundane into something of 

greater value, then the loss of those memories is in turn even more costly to us as 

individuals and societies. 

 

The images I used for the ‘Postcards from Home’ series were sourced from my personal 

photographs and from family albums kept by my parents, which I then transposed onto 

transparency sheets and applied to postcard-sized sections of timber. The process produces 

a semi-transparent image that allows the texture and grain of the wood beneath to show 

through. The postcard themselves are cut from various types of Japanese hardwoods, 
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including maple, cypress, hickory, alder, cedar, cherry, ash, and camphor. The photographs 

are of places that have significance to me in terms of particular memories that are 

connected to them. For example, although my family visited many shrines and temples 

when I was younger, I chose only to remember our visits to Hachiman Shrine, which was 

the shrine we attended to welcome in the New Year, a traditional experience in all 

Japanese households. 

 

On all the postcards, the figures are indistinct, scratched and etched out of the timber to 

remind the viewer of the impermanence of the moment. The memory on each postcard is 

specific to a place and a particular time; hence, my use of the photograph to provide a 

backdrop to the figures. However, because my emotions and feelings at that moment in 

that place are less sharp, I deliberately made the figures vague, so that an expected smile or 

momentary frown caught by the camera shutter would not influence my attempt to access 

the memory for myself. Equally, I had no wish to project on the viewer my own memory 

of that event, which would have no meaning for them and turn the postcard back into a 

simple postcard again, just another view of Tokyo. By allowing some leeway in 

interpretation, I sought to protect my own memory and at the same time present the viewer 

with the opportunity to project themselves into a different time and place, perhaps 

invoking a chain reaction of remembered pasts that would enable them to rediscover a 

forgotten memory of their own. 
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Figure 22 Mika Nakamura-Mather My flat at Redington Road (from the ‘Postcards from Home’ series) 2016

The reverse of the postcard is equally important (figure 22). The handwritten nature of the 

message is the essence of human contact. If complex language is what defines us as a 

species, the written form is what sets us apart as unique, combining as it does the ability to 

communicate with the imagination to create and use tools. I chose to write in my native 

Japanese rather than English in order to reinforce the cultural connection with home. For 

me, the distinctive marks of the Japanese written language are a powerful reminder of 

home. In the same way that we instinctively pick out and listen to our own language when 

we hear it spoken in a busy restaurant or on a crowded train overseas, so the strokes and 

pictograms of the three Japanese alphabets Kanji, Katakana and Hiragana instantly speak 
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to me of home after being surrounded by the typography of English for so many years. The 

fact that Japanese, whether typeset or handwritten, has a fundamentally more calligraphic 

feel to it suggests human contact and reinforces the idea that the message must be 

important because someone has taken the time to write it by hand. As has been noted, the 

action of sending postcards, and of letter writing in general, is one that is losing currency 

in a digital, keyboard-driven world. Thus, by inscribing the reverse of each postcard with a 

unique handwritten memory, I am infusing each one with a seriousness of purpose that 

questions the triviality of the concept of a picture postcard in the first place. The messages 

these postcards carry are not meant to be read and forgotten, they are important to me and 

who I am. 

The postcards in the ‘Postcards from Home’ series are messages sent from my present-day 

self to remind my future self of things I may forget. By sending myself a postcard, I hope 

to prompt further recall and greater clarity around an event, a place or a person in my life, 

but the very fact I am creating a postcard means that I already know that I am losing touch 

with that memory.  

The truth of this insight was borne out by an event that occurred while I was conducting 

my research in Tokyo. A very close friend Katsuko Sawada died in London, her home for 

the last thirty years. Like me, she was a Japanese woman living overseas and we had been 

friends for almost a quarter of a century. She had been a mentor to me during my time in 

London and I greatly valued her insights, advice and kindness. I had been planning to visit 
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London for one week after my research residency at Geidai had finished and had spoken to 

Katsuko about meeting up just a couple of weeks prior to her death. Her sudden passing 

meant that we would not be able to reminisce about old times and that I was now the sole 

guardian of our memories together. This unexpected responsibility was the catalyst for a 

series of works entitled ‘In Memoriam, Katsuko Sawada’ (2016, figure 23) in which I was 

able to focus on preserving some of my memories of her and our time in London.  
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Figure 23 Mika Nakamura-Mather Katsuko’s Visit (from the ‘In Memoriam, Katsuko Sawada’ series) 2016 

 

After completing my research residency, I flew to London and revisited some of the places 

that Katsuko and I knew and photographed them and her home. I used these images to 

create a specific set of postcards that allowed me to honour our friendship and document 

some of my clearest memories while they are still relatively fresh in my mind. The 
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interconnection of materials and memory that I have been researching means that I feel 

confident that these simple timber postcards, with images and written descriptions of our 

shared history, will enable me to access these important personal memories for the rest of 

my life.   

 

The ‘Postcards from Home’ series and the ‘In Memoriam Katsuko Sawada’ series are very 

direct and literal responses to an observed reality, and to a tragic event. Although 

conceived in Tokyo (and London), for the most part, I did not start producing the postcards 

until I was back in my studio in Brisbane and had time to assimilate the photographic 

information I had collected in Ningyocho and Tokyo, and come to terms with the 

emotional upheaval of the loss of a close friend. While in Tokyo, my focus had 

predominantly been on completing a larger piece entitled The silent sadness of Decay 

Theory, in which I specifically address the notion of memory loss, the way in which it 

happens without us noticing, and the effect this has on our idea of home.  

 

In the early 1990s, Robert A. Bjork and Elizabeth Ligon Bjork from the University of 

California, Los Angeles, modified Decay Theory into something they called the Theory of 

Disuse. They argued that it is not only the passage of time that causes memory loss but 

also the interference of other information (Bjork and Bjork 1992, 35–36). According to 

Bjork and Bjork, any item you encode into your memory can be described by two 

characteristics—storage strength and retrieval strength: 

Storage strength is a general measure of how well learned that item is, while 
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retrieval strength measures how accessible the item is at that time. Storage 

strength increases monotonically, the more you are exposed to an item, the 

stronger the storage strength gets. Retrieval strength, unlike storage 

strength, varies with context and intervening information. This type of 

strength is what we need to increase if we want to be able to remember an 

item later, however the very act of retrieving an item from memory has a 

positive effect on its retrieval strength. (Bjork and Bjork 1992, 44)  

 

For most of us, there is no sudden, catastrophic loss of everything we remember; rather, it 

occurs slowly, noiselessly, piece by piece. Memory loss is a result of aging and underlines 

the impermanence and fragility of existence. When considering how best to convey this 

idea, I was drawn to the Japanese idea of wabi sabi. According to Andrew Juniper, 

 

The term wabi sabi suggests such qualities as impermanence, humility, 

asymmetry, and imperfection. These underlying principles are diametrically 

opposed to those of their Western counterparts, whose values are rooted in 

an Hellenic worldview that values permanence, grandeur, symmetry, and 

perfection. (Juniper 2003, 2)  

 

The message that underpins the philosophy of wabi sabi is fundamentally Zen in principle 

and argues that we should seek the truth about ourselves by embracing our flaws and 

trusting in our organic nature. As Juniper writes, “It offers an aesthetic ideal that uses the 

uncompromising touch of mortality to focus the mind on the exquisite transient beauty to 

be found in all things impermanent” (2003, 2). 

 

With mortality comes the unavoidable side-effect of memory loss. And with the 

impermanence of memory, it follows that a loss of the idea of home should follow too. If 

memories that locate a person in a world that means something to them can no longer be 
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accessed, where do they find themselves? Certainly not in a place that they would 

recognise as home, even if it physically still is the place that they live in. I wondered at 

what point this occurs. Is there a moment when the person is conscious that there is only 

one memory left that links their past self with the here and now? Or does the point where 

the idea of home no longer exists go unnoticed due to the creeping slowness with which it 

happens? 

Figure 24 Mika Nakamura-Mather The silent sadness of Decay Theory 2015 

The silent sadness of Decay Theory (2015, figure 24) consists of a collection of 

individually shaped pieces of timber mounted on a wall. Each piece bears an incomplete 
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image of a place that is significant in my history: the first house I lived in, the first school I 

attended, the family shrine, my university in Tokyo, and houses that I lived in while living 

in London, Sydney and Brisbane. The images are incomplete and the timber 

asymmetrically shaped because there is no definitive beginning or end to my relationship 

with these places. They have significance but they do not have permanence. Some of them 

have already been altered, transformed or demolished, but they remain intact in my 

memory, inasmuch as the passage of time allows. These larger pieces are themselves just 

fragments, incomplete memories of childhood places and homes I lived in, none of which 

can be recalled in their entirety any longer.  

Falling from these memories are smaller pieces, sections of the larger whole that represent 

the moments that I am in danger of losing forever, the details that have already begun to 

drop out of my consciousness. This is the nature of impermanence at work; the loss is 

random, uncontrolled, happening everywhere at once and nowhere in particular. This 

deterioration gives the work its wabi sabi character: it is not falling apart in a predictable 

fashion; instead, nature is allowed to take its course. To ensure this is the case, each time 

the work is installed, the main pieces are arranged in the same position but the smaller 

sections on the wall are placed differently and those on the floor are allowed to fall 

wherever they land. In addition, the colours used in the work consist of natural pigments, 

made from plant and mineral extracts that will fade and discolour naturally over time, 

further underlining the fragility of memory. Through the creation of the work, some of the 

moments will live a little longer but time will eventually leave nothing to see. 



89 

Chapter 4. The Floating Word 

The term ‘The Floating World’ is generally used to describe the entertainment and pleasurable 

aspects of life in Japan during the Edo period. The city of Edo was the seat of power for the ruling 

Tokugawa Shogunate but its name was changed to Tokyo in 1868 after the restoration of the Meiji 

dynasty. The urban culture of Edo centred on the Sumida River and the Yoshiwara pleasure 

district, a walled and moated compound of around twenty acres located two miles to the northeast 

of the main city. The teahouses, shops, theatres and brothels that could be found there gave rise to 

the notion of The Floating World, a place where all the senses could be indulged and the 

hedonistic experiences offered an escape from the humdrum nature of daily life. The term Floating 

World had several meanings aside from the literal one of being connected to the river; it also 

referred to the transient nature of the population of visitors and workers, and to the impermanence 

of life itself. The Japanese term for Floating World, ukiyo, can also be translated as ‘sorrowful 

world’ and, in Buddhism, implies that the world we see around us is merely a preparation for our 

transition to the afterlife. 
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Figure 25 Mika Nakamura-Mather The Floating Word 2017 

In my work The Floating Word (2017, figure 25), the base of the artwork is designed to replicate 

the size and shape of the floor of a typical tea-room, known as a chashitsu in Japanese, consisting 

of four-and-a-half tatami mats, secured by a timber frame. This arrangement would have been 

familiar to the people who frequented Edo-period Yoshiwara, and is still the standard 

measurement today. Tatami mats are made from compressed rice straw covered with woven sea 

rushes. They were introduced to Japan during the Heian period (794–1185) and were originally 

only found in the homes of high-ranking officials. By the time of The Floating World, they were 

common in places of entertainment, such as chashitsu, and the homes of the affluent. By contrast, 

the dwelling places of the lower classes still had dirt floors at that time.   

The table I incorporated in The Floating Word was made in Australia. It is a reclaimed piece 
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whose history I do not know, but whose surface speaks of stories and events witnessed and 

marked. It has a past that, like Australia’s, is foreign to me and hard to fully understand. It is an 

interloper in the scene, yet it is an integral part of the bigger story. Without the table, the notion of 

dislocation and the consequent understanding of home cannot be supported. The table physically 

interrupts the connection between the floor and the objects that sit on top of it, in the same way 

that living in Australia displaces me from the traditions and familiarity of my home.  

 

Figure 26 Mika Nakamura-Mather The Floating Word (detail) 2017 

 

Sitting on the table are five masu boxes made from hinoki, Japanese Cypress (2017, figure 26). 

Each masu box contains two words that are ‘floating’ on water. One word is Japanese, one is 

English. The water represents the river that separated Yoshiwara from Edo and also the oceans 

that separate me from my homeland. The words reflect the fact that throughout the seasons, the 
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original Floating World touched all the senses through the forms of entertainment on offer inside 

its walls.  

 

In Yoshiwara, masu boxes were used by merchants as a means of measuring the amount of rice or 

sake they were selling to their customers. In The Floating Word, I am using them to measure one 

memory against another, as a means of testing the strength of my recollection of home. In Japan, 

masu boxes are also used as a vessel for drinking sake from. I considered using sake in the masu 

boxes, but the aroma of the sake would be overpowering and I wanted wood to be the primary 

scent the viewer could identify. To achieve this effect, cypress extract is added to the artwork on a 

daily basis to fill the space in which the piece is displayed with the distinctive perfume of the tree. 

To a Japanese person, the scent is instantly recognisable and naturally triggers thoughts of home.  
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Figure 27 Mika Nakamura-Mather Lifebox 2015 

In an earlier work, Lifebox (2015, figure 27), I used the masu boxes as a means of conveying the 

notion that wherever we go, we take our memories of home with us. We pack them up and 

transport them to our new home and begin again to create new ones. The piece consists of a 

number of masu boxes packed into larger cardboard boxes and lit from below by a lightbox. Each 

masu box contains two photographs, one layered over the other, that record a past home of mine or 

personal event in Tokyo, London, or Sydney. The overlayering allows both memories to be 

accessed at the same time, just as memories interact and connect in our mind, but one is always 

dominant just as memories in life are unequal in clarity and strength. The question the viewer is 
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asked to contemplate is are the memories in Lifebox being prepared for another journey or being 

unpacked, ready to begin a new life in a new place? The solidity and permanence of the masu 

boxes speak of Japan and the traditional culture to which I belong. The practical, transportable 

cardboard packing boxes remind me that my life has been one of movement and that the journey is 

not over yet. Like opening up old packing cases, there is an element of surprise in re-discovering 

the details of a long-forgotten moment. However, as time passes, it is inevitable that some shine 

more brightly than others. The random diffusion of the light source caused by boxes overlapping 

one another serves as a reminder that our memory is a less-than-perfect illumination of the past. 

Next time we unpack the box, something else will catch our eye and a different picture of home 

may present itself. 

The Floating Word culminates the studio concepts I have been working on during my doctoral 

research. It is fundamentally Japanese in substance but informed by Western conceptual art 

practice and theory. The fact that the materials from which it is constructed have largely been 

removed from their place of origin but still speak unmistakeably of home is proof that ‘home’ is 

more than a geographical location. In an age where the Internet gives us all access to an image of a 

Japanese teahouse, there is still something more emotionally substantial in being confronted with 

the physical reality of one. The touch and feel of the rushes beneath one’s feet or their fingers 

produces a connection to culture and memories that a photograph alone cannot provide. When a 

Japanese person touches the mats or smells the aroma of the cedar wood, it’s possible for them to 

close their eyes and be transported home, remembering a different room, another time, or a past 
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event. 

It could be argued that, for a Japanese person, the tatami mats and masu boxes would naturally 

trigger nostalgia. However, The Floating Word, like all my studio work, is intended to invoke 

notions of home that everyone can relate to. The materials that it is constructed from are 

borderless in the sense that they travel from place to place. They meet in a space that they were not 

designed for, but in which they retain their identity. Thanks to the presence of the table, there is a 

physical gap between the masu boxes and tatami mats, creating a connection that has been 

interrupted but not lost. Within the masu boxes, the words float in the same liquid: different 

languages speaking the same message. The Japanese and Australian elements are linked together, 

the past and the present, and neither can exist in isolation. 

In Japanese, the word natsukashii can be translated as ‘reminds me of’ or ‘feel nostalgic’ or ‘I 

miss’. It is a word that describes a feeling rather than a measurable physical state. Some people 

might describe the word as being a good example of a colloquial phrase that gets lost in 

translation, but I disagree. Home is a concept rooted in our individual experiences and cultural 

past, yet technology is forcing us to become part of a wider global society. To cope with our 

increasing dislocation from home, we need it to be both personal and precise on a micro scale and 

national and vague on a macro scale. Reminding ourselves of what we miss about home allows us 

to control our relationship with it, and distance from it. I believe the multiple interpretations 

inherent in the word natsukashii encapsulates our relationship with notions of home in the twenty-

first century: constant, fluid, and mobile.  
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Even though I am working with cultural iconology that is relevant to me, the concept that drives 

my work is universal: home remains a constant in our world. We all have one, but whether the 

memories associated with it are good or bad, and whether we have been displaced or chosen to 

leave, determines whether we are trying to get back to it, recreate it, or reinvent it. My work is 

about representing the notion of home in a way that encourages the individual to reflect on what 

home means to them.  
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Conclusion 

In 2001, Korean artist Do Ho Suh said, “The experience of leaving home is what made me think 

and become aware for the first time of the notion of home” (cited in Kurosawa 2013, 148). The 

fact that Do Ho Suh was forced to move from his native land to the USA made him question 

whether the place we are physically located can really be called home. In response, Kurosawa 

states that the artist concluded that:  

A home is not merely our response to a place we encounter… in the early 

twenty-first century, we are experiencing at an accelerating pace the reality 

of living in an ever more fluid world in which one can no longer affirm that 

the place in which he or she is physically located expresses their being. 

(2013, 148)  

 

 

This cultural, and increasingly technological, dislocation is why notions of home become 

more deeply rooted in memory than place does. Without the anchor point that the physical 

continuity of remaining in the place you were born provides, we turn instead to the 

familiarity and perceived certainty of memory. Yet, as I have shown, memory is not fixed; 

it is susceptible to change, manipulation, breakdown, and loss. But no matter how 

drastically or imperceptibly it is altered over time, it remains the only ‘personal’ truth any 

of us understands when it comes to exploring our past.  

     

In the aftermath of the 2011 Great East Japan earthquake and tsunami, artistic director 

Taro Igarashi wrote: 

At some point memories of the disaster fade and are eventually forgotten. It 

is therefore necessary for us to keep a record based not just on objective 

numbers but on the senses. And in that respect, art, the greatest memory 
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device ever developed by the human race, wields a great deal of power. 

(Hokiri et al 2013, 218)  

 

 

As my research has progressed, I have found that this statement is true not just of natural 

disasters but also of notions of home and belonging. Finding a way to preserve our 

personal truth of the past remains fundamental to knowing who we are because our notions 

of what home means today lie at the heart of understanding what and where ‘home’ will be 

in the future.  

 

My graduate exhibition is not only a summation of the four years of my research (2013–17), but 

also evidence of new knowledge, understood and explored as a body of artistic practice. Each 

artwork is an investigation of a different facet of the diasporic experience and a contributing factor 

to my understanding of what home has come to represent in a globally connected, often 

borderless, world. The works have been grouped together and displayed in two galleries (see 

Appendix A). Earlier works that demonstrate the connection between memory and home, such as 

Metropolis of Wood, Dimmer and dimmer, fewer and fewer and Lifebox, are located in The Project 

Gallery. They document the growing influence of wood and photography in my work and are also 

concerned with the storage and compartmentalisation of fragments of the past. The works in the 

Webb Gallery, which include the ‘Postcards from Home’ series, The silent sadness of Decay 

Theory and The Floating Word, investigate separation from place and the effect that dislocation 

has on the way one can remember and perceive home.   
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Appendix A: DVA Show May 2017 

The Floating Word  

Notions of Home: Constant, Fluid, and Mobile 

Project Gallery, Queensland College of Art, Griffith University 

Mika Nakamura-Mather Metropolis of Wood 2013, reclaimed timber, 200 x 230cm 

Mika Nakamura-Mather Echoes of the Past I and II (Home) 2015, archival inkjet print on 

Hahnemuhle rag paper, 59 x 42cm 

Mika Nakamura-Mather Echoes of the Past I and II (Childhood) 2015, archival inkjet print 

on Hahnemuhle rag paper, 59 x 42cm 

Mika Nakamura-Mather Dimmer and dimmer, fewer and fewer 2015, archival inkjet print 

on Hahnemuhle rag paper, 60 x 210cm 
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Mika Nakamura-Mather Lifebox 2015, masu boxes, cardboard, lightbox, variable dimensions 

Mika Nakamura-Mather Slipping away 2015, kyogi strips, packing paper, 600 x 25cm 

Webb Gallery, Queensland College of Art, Griffith University 

Mika Nakamura-Mather Telescoping (the tyranny of distance) 2015, bamboo, kyogi paper, natural 

Japanese mineral pigments, ink, 8cm diameter x 7cm approx. 

Mika Nakamura-Mather ‘Postcards from Home’ series 2016, various Japanese timbers, 
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transparency photo sheets, natural pigments, 10 x 15 cm 

Mika Nakamura-Mather The silent sadness of Decay Theory 2015, Japanese timber, transparency 

photo sheets, natural Japanese pigments, variable dimensions 

Mika Nakamura-Mather The Floating Word 2017, tatami mats, masu boxes, found table, Japanese 

pigment, 280 x 280cm 
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Appendix B: Chronology 

2012 Bachelor of Fine Art with Honours (First Class), Queensland College of  

Art, Griffith University 

November 2012 St Andrew’s War Memorial Hospital Art Prize winner 

July 2013 Visit to Setouchi Triennale and research meeting with Nipan Oranniwesna 

September 2013 Performing Home solo exhibition, Woolloongabba Gallery, Brisbane  

August 2014 Fragments solo exhibition, Webb Gallery QCA 

November 2014 St Andrew’s War Memorial Hospital 2011-2013 retrospective winners  

exhibition, Brisbane 

December 2014  Christmas Group Show, Bosz Gallery, Brisbane  

March 2015 3
rd

 Prize winner, Brisbane Recycled Art Prize 

April–June 2015 Exchange visit, Tokyo University of the Arts 

June 2015 Fohn group exhibition, Tokyo University of the Arts  

October 2015 St Andrew’s War Memorial Hospital exhibition, Brisbane 

November 2015 Silent Sadness of Decay Theory solo exhibition, Bosz Gallery, Brisbane  

May 2016 Merit Award winner, Moreton Bay Art Prize 

September 2016 Souvenirs from Elsewhere group exhibition, Woolloongabba Gallery,  

Brisbane 

November 2016 St Andrew’s War Memorial Hospital 2011–2015 retrospective winners 

exhibition, Brisbane 

May 2017 The Floating Word solo exhibition, DVA Final Show, Brisbane 
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October– 

November 2017 

Residency, Youkobo Art Space, Tokyo    

November 2017 Untitled solo exhibition, Youkobo Art Space, Tokyo 

November 2017 Trolls in the Park, International Art Exhibition, Tokyo 
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