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A Detailed Account of a Detour Naoko Sumi

The Hiroshima City Museum of Contemporary Art
launched the Summer Open Lab in 2018 with the aim
of treating the museum as a site for experimentation,
introducing diverse creative activities in various ways,
and expanding the scope of museum activities rather
than relying on conventional values and notions of
what exhibitions should be.

For the third edition of the program this year, we
asked the artist Hana Sawada to carry out a project.
Thus far, Sawada has dealt with phenomena such
as misreading and misunderstanding of words and
images, and taken these as a point of departure for
works that show how possibilities for interpretation
expand to infinity. In the series Gesture of Rally,
probably her best-known and most representative
work to date, she focuses on small unidentifiable
objects appearing in photographs in photo books, in
magazines, and on photo-sharing sites, conducts in-
vestigations into what they might be, and produces
installations that explore this investigative process
from multiple angles. However, for this program the
museum requested that she work on a new project
unrelated to the Gesture of Rally series. The artist
kindly agreed to this request, and while considering
potential starting points for a new work, turned her
attention to a certain set of “notes” she had previ-
ously jotted down.

When people hear the voices of strangers that
happen to occupy the same spaces, on the street
or on public transit, many try to block out what they
find to be an unpleasant interruption by listening

to music on earphones, or trying to concentrate

on something else. Sawada, by contrast, decided

to take the opposite approach, and rather than
blocking these voices out of her awareness, she
picked out from audible conversations only those
which she could clearly make out, and wrote them
down mechanically without thinking. She found her
feelings of irritation soon give way to tranquility.
The physical vestiges of this activity intended to
negate unpleasant feelings are a group of words and
phrases, largely bereft of information and cut loose
from context. When Sawada looked back over them
later, no matter how incomprehensible they were,
her nature is such that she is unable to neglect
something that clearly exists, and she was inspired
to let the process of “straining to decipher [her]
unmanageable notes” guide the conception of this
solo exhibition.

Sawada’s practice began with open-ended research
into the many phrases she had written down, which
in some ways resemble some kind of code. She did
this with user-friendly tools at hand, such as online
search engines and smartphones equipped with

Al assistants like Siri. She conducted searches for
everything, including simple words that did not
require lookup, and even words she had written with
incorrect kanji characters. Some of Siri’'s answers
and Google’s search results were incorporated as el-
ements of the work. Sawada also sent her “notes” to
friends and acquaintances and asked them to write
scripts while imagining the original conversations
and their context so as to fill gaps between cryptic
phrases. There was one rule to follow when creating
scripts: include all words and phrases in the notes
as someone’s utterances. Backgrounds, props, and
characters were determined according to instructions

in the nine scripts she received, and each role was
played by a professional actor. The nine skit-style
videos created in this way are the culmination of
the project, and all merit close viewing. The words
and phrases originally written in the “notes” are
used in different ways and with different meanings
according to the context of each script. This is only
natural, but it has the effect of refreshing viewers’
awareness of the ambiguous and amusing quality of
phrases and words with unclear meanings.

The title of this new video installation, consisting of
multiple elements, is Lightning Rods and Circum-
stances. A lightning rod is a device that induces
lightning to strike it before the lightning can hit

a structure, and conducts electric current to the
ground to prevent damage from high-voltage elec-
tricity. Rather than avoiding conversations so grating
that she would prefer not to hear them, and indeed
to physically distance herself from them, Sawada
deliberately opened herself up to them and adopted
the role of the lightning rod, emanating what she
had absorbed into the work. In short, this work is the
story from beginning to end, i.e. the “circumstances,”
of the notes Sawada transmitted in her role as
“lightning rod.” The process may seem simple, but

it is surprisingly complex, seemingly because it in-
volves the sometimes invisible balancing of countless
ambiguities through deft and subtle modulations.
Specifically, Sawada’s position was fundamentally
premised on actually wanting to avoid hearing
strangers’ irritating conversations, but intentionally
absorbing them as a form of inspiration. She actively
incorporated inevitably occurring randomness, rather
than trying to nullify it, by relying on the imagination
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and creativity of others including Al systems while
correcting course by making appropriate judgments
at crucial junctures. Her tolerant acceptance of
others is reflected as obligation to make these
decisions, meaning that there is always a wavering
hesitation in finding the way forward.

Let us return to the work’s constituent parts. Next to
the actors performing the skit (or rather the monitors on
which they are displayed), there are screens on which
are projected hands continuously writing something
down. It appears someone is just mechanically copy-
ing down whatever words and utterances they can
clearly hear in the conversations going on around
them... Here, many viewers will get the punch line.
Yes, we are back at the start. It makes sense when
we recall the title of the exhibition, A 360-degree
Detour. Making a detour means going the long way
around in order to avoid a specific place. But is
Sawada avoiding anything? If anything the opposite
is true: as described above, she is actively opening
up to all kinds of situations, and in that sense it is not
so much taking detours as making stops along the
way. In any case, it seems Sawada has no intention
of heading straight for any destination to begin with.
Like it or not, Sawada cannot help making detours,
and as viewers we are taken along for the ride. When
we come back from a 360° detour, can the scenery
before us be exactly the same as what we saw upon
departure? We would love to hear impressions from
everyone who took their own detours as they experi-
enced this exhibition.
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Lightning Rods and Circumstances

Whenever | couldn’t help but take notice of a conversation in a crowded noisy shop or

someone’s voice reverberating inside a quiet train carriage,
| transcribed the sounds that | heard in my notebook.
Rather than intentionally avoiding or blocking out the sound,

| adopting a welcoming attitude, and tried to maintain a healthy feeling.

However, | held on to my notes even after leaving the place.

It would have been easy just to rip the pages up and throw them out,

but I hesitated to take such a simple approach to something that was right there in
front of me.

That would have been as the same as choosing not to stick earphones in my ears to
mute the sound at that time.

For the time being at least, | strained to decipher my unmanageable notes.

Hana Sawada
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Lightning Rods and Circumstances
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Inkjet printings, laser printings, video (26'55"), sound, monitor,

monitor stand, acrylic plate, wood, groceries, daily objects, ete.
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English translation —p.30

A photograph of some notes, in which | only wrote down words that | could clearly make out in the conversations that | heard in a given place.
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Reproductions of Siri’s responses on

my iPhone screen
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Documents related to the kanji character “#5”
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Documents related to words in the notes
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Devices for imagining people’s responses
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A photograph of texts that were made by handing out my notes to several people and

asking them to add information based on their imagination




AEEEBRANCELTEREZEERLCHL>XEEZEALLTREL TL 2K
Videos of people performing scripts that were made by handing out notes to several people and
asking them to add information based on their imagination

—pp.16, 18, 20
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A video of me re-transcribing what | heard in the plays
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A video of me re-transcribing what | heard in the plays
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A video of me re-transcribing what | heard in the plays
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LEHIRAEMNBLE At Hiroshima MoCA
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L BER# T In the underground walkway to Hiroshima Station
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Interpreting advertising media such as show windows and vertical ad banners as “stations” that play specific roles,

we printed the procedure for the workshop “Tumultuous Detours of the Mind” and a message from the artist.
This was intended to encourage everyone who stopped by (or saw) the stations to participate in the workshop. EERIEER In the Kinzagai shopping street
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(Is a) Workshop (Possible) ? “Tumultuous Detours of the Mind”

Participants venture into the city streets with the goal of emptying their minds and opening their ears to
the voices and conversations of people in the vicinity. This is a workshop for the COVID-19 era,
in which people share the same space and time and carry out the same task, but individually and silently.

We conducted the workshop three times in total: 1. Hiroshima Station Edition, 2. Kinzagai Edition and 3. Indoor Edition.

Workshop Procedure: You can do this anytime, even alone!

There are four steps to taking this “detour”:
. Go to a place where there are strangers present.
. Attempt to spend time in a relaxing manner.
. You will start to pick up on conversations among people in the vicinity.
Write down what you can catch, to the extent that your hand can keep up.
. After you have left the place, go back and read over your notes.
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My “Detour” Experiences (A Message from the Artist)
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Sometimes when other people’s conversations are audible, it can be distracting
and annoying. Of course you can wear earphones to block out the sound, or go
somewhere else, but | have arrived at a different approach, like taking a mental
detour. What | do in such situations is simply write down the conversations that
| can hear, as if | were a machine that takes dictation.

Amazingly, | find that my feelings of irritation soon give way to tranquility. And
afterward | am left with fragmentary notes that are full of riddles... | find this
practice somehow fascinating, though | am not quite sure why. What should |
do with all these notes now?

)

Hana Sawada (Artist, aged 30) Years of experience taking detours: 4
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Lives and works in Kyoto.
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p.07

Hey, do you know “lkeda Everybody?”
So | posted a message on there...
Oh, you mean that thing on TV?

| mean, those two hold hands and stuff...

You just don’t get it.

What's “over”? Life?

Hey, say “life” ten times fast.

Life life life life......

See, you're dead already.

HipKrakata KH21.

Yeah, that’s right. It’s easier that way.
It’'s “good” that way.

There’s a thief in here...

Doors on the right side...

p.09

Hey, do you know “lkeda Everybody?”
So | posted a message on there...
Oh, you mean that thing on TV?

| mean, those two hold hands and stuff...

You just don’t get it.

What's “over”? Life?

Hey, say “life” ten times fast.

Life life life life......

See, you're dead already.

Hirakata KH21.

Yeah, that’s right. It’s easier that way.
It’s “good” that way.

There’s a thief in here...

Doors on the right side...

p.16

Outline

A conversation, more like a quarrel, between a young
woman and her boyfriend. She has been watching TV
at her boyfriend’s apartment, and he has just come
home. He is a struggling entertainer, and he happily
reports that he has changed his stage name to “lkeda
Everybody.” He has no job to speak of, and whenever
his girlfriend wants to talk about something important,
he gets evasive. She grumbles about him as a boyfriend

and says he “just doesn’t get it.”

p.18

Outline

Separate conversations between two pairs (Man 1and
Man 2, Woman 1 and Woman 2), who evidently are in the
same place by chance, intersect with a monologue by
a drunk (Man 3). One of the first two men, holding his
smartphone, suddenly asks “Hey, do you know ‘lkeda
Everybody?’” and shows his phone screen to the other

man. Next, we hear a conversation between two young

women friends: “So | posted a message on there...” “Oh,

you mean that thing on TV?” Meanwhile, the solitary
man, completely drunk, approaches the others, saying
“Over? What'’s over?”

p.20

QOutline

A rambling conversation among three people (A-san,
Ike-san, and me) on the platform waiting for a train.
Opinions are divided about a TV program featuring “lkeda
Everybody” performed by Eabo Kyodai, and | declare that
the program is brilliant and anyone who doesn’t think
so “just doesn’t get it.” Ike-san, a train geek, suggest
that we talk about trains instead, and mimes holding a
microphone, pretending to be a TV host broadcasting
live from “Hirakata KH21” station key holder out of his
bag, and delightedly reports that a mascot from a city
on another nearby train line is caught in the “doors on
the right side” of the Keihan train.

p.25

Workshop Description
Hiroshima Station Edition (August 1, Saturday)

At the Hiroshima Station Edition held on the day of the
open lab, time was set aside for a special artist’s talk,
and the artist herself discussed her previous projects

and the current project.

During the workshop, each participant went to a public
place where they were likely to overhear people’s con-
versations, spent about an hour there, and hand-wrote
words and phrases they happened to hear on paper.
The group reassembled again with the notes they had
taken, read their contents aloud, and shared impressions
and discoveries they derived from the workshop.

p.26

Workshop Description
Kinzagai Edition (September 12, Saturday)

After gathering under a vertical banner hung in the
shopping street, the group moved to Hatchobori SORA-
LA on the 9th floor of the Fukuya Department Store
Hatchobori and carried out a workshop in the same

manner as the Hiroshima Station edition.

p.28

Workshop Description

Indoor Edition (October 17, Saturday)

Based on the voices and fragments of conversation

(i.e. the notes) collected during the previous workshop,
participants imagined what kind of conversations might
have been taking place at the time, or filled in the gaps
between bits of dialogue in the notes, while searching
online for meanings and usages of the words written in
the notes to create a script made up of fictitious con-

versations.

The text of a request (p.27) distributed to participants
on this day was prepared by the artist when producing

the work.
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