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Zero to one/One to zero

I have known Kazushi Nakada for many years. We have much in common although our
backgrounds and thinking are different. This is not surprising, Kazushi came from Japan,
I came from the United States, he has spent much of his life based in Europe and I was
a decade in Japan. We both are constant travelers. Ironic that our first meetings were
not in Japan or the United States, but rather in Riga, Latvia, then in Ukraine, and
sometime between those meetings, in Finland.We share the aspect of being foreigners
and therefore always a bit on the outside. Perhaps from the outside one can escape the
conventions and restrictions of their own culture. From the outside one objectively
understands their own culture more fully even as one assimilates the language and
culture of another country. For artists, being on the outside is liberating. I mention the
condition of being a foreigner as certainly it has an effect on Kazushi’s work. The nature
of Kazushi’s work is what I will explore in this article.

Kazushi was born in Kanazawa, Japan. His father was a prominent ceramics artist and
innovator, a stoic person who built a successful business. Kazushi was raised in an
environment steeped in refined aesthetics and tradition. His grandfather was also an
influence. Kazushi’s grandfather came from a small village near Kanazawa where he
learned ceramics but soon left home. He found ceramics work in Tokyo and Yokohama
and ended up as a potter in the Kiyomizu area of Kyoto. Kazushi remembers him as a
strong charismatic person who once exclaimed, “Look at the world! We have to love
people and work for our society!” This is a statement Kazushi has taken to heart and
there is evidence of this in his current projects. Thousands of years of Japanese tradition
and family history is a lot to draw upon for inspiration. For an artist who is innovative,
who wants to discover something new, such history could also be a burden. The fact
that Kazushi did not follow directly in his father’s and grandfather’s footsteps is unusual.
That Kazushi chose to study glass and not ceramics as well as study in England is also
a path less taken. After his education, Kazushi has been living and teaching in Finland.
His gradual move away from Japan to Finland represents his step to the outside
condition of being a foreigner. With regards to experience this is an essential aspect and
objectification of Kazushi’s inner thoughts and emotions. From here Kazushi could
develop his philosophy of thinking and making more freely beyond restraints of his
initial culture. Ultimately, he has been continually in the process of sculpting his life
experience.

However, can one ever really escape one’s cultural identity and family history? There
are aspects of Kazushi’s work that are based on Japanese aesthetics. When I think back
to the early stages of Kazushi’s art work, after he had found his voice with glass as a



material, a fundamental concept comes to light. It all begins with Kazushi trying to
objectify the ephemeral and invisible. He has chosen glass but for an important reason.
His main goal was to orchestrate the phenomena associated with glass, to capture
fluidity and materialize light, to work with reflection, to explore illusion, and to revel
in transparency and translucency. In his own words he was taking zero and creating one.
An example is his work titled “Garden X which relates to an early realization Kazushi
had upon making a circle of rocks on a beach. He then figured out how to create this
idea as an installation in glass. Sculpturally this was a form of Enso, the Japanese
calligraphy of a circle made by a brush with ink on paper, a sacred Zen symbol. The
fluidity of movement Kazushi employed in dynamically making the glass objects that
comprised the circle echo the same fluid gestures of ink on paper. There is a parallel of
meditative practice with regards to form and gesture. The title “Garden X” refers to the
aesthetics of traditional Japanese gardens. Worth noting is that Kenrokuen, one of
Japan’s three most sublime gardens, is situated in Kazushi’s home town of Kanazawa.
The astonishing accomplishment here is Kazushi’s ability to contemporize traditional
Japanese aesthetic. While based in traditional Japanese aesthetic this work was only
possible from a distance away from Japan where Kazushi could more fully explore
glass as a sculptural media to create contemporary installations. I see the circle or Enso
as being a major metaphor for Kazushi’s practice as a whole. Another aspect of Kazushi
Nakada is his ability as a progressive innovator. An example is his work titled “Wall
X, which explored the concept of infinity. Like “Garden X”, “Wall X shares content
and is similar in concept but is very different in appearance. Kazushi’s current projects
share this aspect of being ongoing, of having no end. While the distance in practice and
appearance between his early work and current work might appear considerable, I

contend that conceptually they are much closer than they seem.

Considering Kazushi’s current projects, we move from his statement of creating zero
to one to that of creating one to zero. His early work involved objectification of his
inner thought process, an act of making the invisible, visible. With his current projects
it is more an act of creating rituals for realizing objects that represent interfacing with
others to reveal a person’s inner state of being. The objects are a form of sculptural
Haiku or type of Japanese poem that signifies and embodies an experience. Kazushi
then buries the objects so that the experience lives on only in the minds of the
participants. Kazushi has developed various ways to expose these rituals to a broader
public but the emphasis lies on the immaterial. These rituals could be compared with
the effect Sen no Rikyii had on the chanoyu tea ceremony in Japan and the tradition of
Wabi-cha. Kazushi is acutely aware of this influence and here again he contemporizes
traditional Japanese aesthetic. It is important that Kazushi’s ritualistic projects
involving individuals are ongoing and happen in various different countries and cultures.

Rather than point out differences between people and places these rituals tend to bring



out our essential humanity. What is brought to the surface from a person’s inner being
through Kazushi’s conversational process is a distillation of something profoundly
human that we all share. We all want our lives to have meaning, we all experience love
and loss. When I refer to the distillation and essential humanity I do not mean latching
onto one primary quality that represents humanity’s true nature but rather recognizing
the complexity of our nature. Kazushi’s projects recognize the complexity of our nature
yet presents it in a way that is understandable. Perhaps what is ultimately at work here
is identifying complexities of human nature in order to find a meaningful principle by
which to live and a way to creatively face challenges in life. Humanity is a word for the
qualities that make us human. The etymological origin of the word humanity is from
the Latin humanitas meaning, human nature, civilization, and kindness. If one goes
back further the Latin word humanitas corresponds to the Greek concepts of
philanthrdpia (loving what makes us human) and paideia (education). These definitions
and origins of essential humanity are echoed in Kazushi’s projects.

In Kazushi’s work lies an important unifying and reassuring message in these divisive
times. The negation of the sculptural Haiku through burial allows for a reincarnation of
the experience so that it more fully engages the imagination and lives again in people’s
memories. The power of memory is that it actively engages our imagination. Through
memory we begin to recreate what we have seen in a way unique to the individual.
Memory allows for a type of time travel combining the past, present, and future. Film
director and screenwriter Akira Kurosawa once said, “It is the power of memory that

gives rise to the power of imagination.”

Kazushi Nakada explores his own complex core humanity in relationship to others
through his work. He generously shares this experience with others. In experiencing
Kazushi’s projects, we can learn something about what it means to be a human
being.From zero to one, one to zero, from making the invisible visible in the past, to
now making the visible invisible. In this way Nakada comes full circle. Kazushi
considers these ritualist projects with others his most important work. I agree.

Michael Rogers
Artist



