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The Origin of Youkobo Art Space

Youkobo Art Space houses its facilities and operates its
programs within a building complex that was originally
a medical clinic and sanatorium for tuberculosis patients
from the 1950s to the 80s. After the clinic closed, a section
of the property was used as a home-stay style residence
for foreign artists and researchers, while another section
was home to an animation studio and art class for the
local community for nearly two decades. These spaces
were refurbished in 2001 to officially become Youkobo Art
Space. Youkobo Art Space has since facilitated a broad
range of artists’ activities through an Artist-in-Residence
and Gallery programs, providing artists with important

resources that benefit their artistic goals.

Excerpt from “Bending Over Shadows: lengthening and lingering the line“ by Linda Swanson

-+ On our recent zoom studio visit, Utako showed me the
filtered shapes of trees on the frosted glass windows, which
she then opened to reveal the twisting winter limbs of a
Japanese magnolia tree. In the courtyard below, she told
me, a little girl often plays with her grandmother who is
sometimes bent over the child’s play-table to paint with her,
their happy sounds drifting up. As if to help me “see” this, or
just for her embodied joy of it, Utako then performed a low
squat and folded forward over an imaginary scene, a huge
smile spreading across her face, and by contagion, mine.
Here, the body becomes a focused concavity to gather, and
then express, experience. Nothing will get by that scoop of
torso. In this installation, Meeting and Greeting Like Shadows,'
Utako has placed some of the drawings on low stools “so
that the delicate light can sift over them,” and over which
she invites us to bend closer, reperforming aspects of the
maker’s posture. “Keeping low... by sitting or folding,” Utako

demonstrates, “maintains the intimacy.”

+++ Shindo is sensitive to the room as a weather of conditions—
light, air, time—and a climate of its history: the structure was
built as a sanitorium, an architecture of care and recuperation.
(Somewhat ironically, tuberculosis was associated with artists;
consumption pathologized the vulnerabilities of a sensitive

creative spirit.) Shindo has been responsive to the shadow

cast by that episode, too: in this former clinic dormitory,
she has performed restive/resting observations of light and
recognizes “that this building is meant to heal people.” She
refers even to a large pond close by whose effects on air
and light in the entire neighborhood suffuse a cleansing
atmosphere. Screens (frosted windows, the white of the
paper, the history of the building, atmospheric moisture)
offer both luminous boundary and porous escape. The
drawings, which register linear washes as movement across
surface and which she names as shadows, are thresholds

between seeing and unseeing, remembering and forgetting.

On a lung x-ray, a shadow is disease, and painting, the story
goes, was invented by a shadow - inspired longing (love
sickness)—tracing the lover’s shadow as they left. A mark
originating in the physical fact of a body but reaching beyond
it in space and time, lengthening away, recording the passing
and disappearing, a shadow is cast. It is a proof of existence
beyond one’s own body; a shadow happens at the seam

between an embodied existence and the world beyond. -

"In a “bow” to artist Agnes Martin, Shindo paraphrases from Martin’s
poem “My Friends and I, as printed in El Crepusculo De La Libertad (Taos,
NM),Sept. 11, 1958: “..We meet and greet like shadows meet and greet...”
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Playing for art,lovingly

Utako Shindo

In the spring of 2019, I went to Taos, New Mexico and visited an
old adobe building located in the town center. Where there is now
a toy shop, used to be Agnes Martin’s studio. A shop clerk led me
into the small room at the back. It had a sky blue-colored wall,
wooden floor and a window overlooking an apricot tree; together
with a small skylight these features provided an intimate space ideal
for painting. The word “PLAY” was written on one of the outdoor
signs in colorful letters. It reminded me that a series of Martin’s
works, consisting of 7 paintings, was made here and is permanently
on display in the special exhibition room at the Harwood Museum
of Art nearby; by coincidence one of them was subtitled “Playing.”
Fine blue and white lines formed a striped pattern and evoked slow,
vigorous movements, giving a subtle depth to the surface painted in

light blue, which impressed me.

During the next year, I followed the path of Agnes Martin who had
lived in New Mexico for a long time. From my own perspective as
an artist, I tried to explore in what state of mind or attitude did she
live and work so as to create works that quietly touch the hearts
of viewers and leave eternal impressions? Based on the materials I
gathered during my stay there, I continued working after my return
to Tokyo. When I started to incorporate what I had learned about
Martin into my original interest in ‘the untranslatable’, I looked for a
way to respond to the voices of Martin and her successors and was
offered an opportunity to create and present my work at the Youkobo
Art Space. The word ‘Youkobo’ in Japanese means a workshop for
‘PLAY,” where life and the act of creation are closely entwined.
Their logo with a snail implies slow but constant movement. I
thought I couldn’t find a better ‘space’ to explore my question: how

should you draw a line, and how does drawing become shadow?

In the United States, I was based at artist Linda Swanson’s
studio-cum-home (commonly called Forde Visser Archive, FVA,
Southwest) in the state capital, Santa Fe. The ‘home’ Linda lived

in for years until she recently moved to LA reminded me of the

Installation view, Youkobo Studio2

Youkobo which was located right next to The Muratas’ residence.
The cheerful smile of Linda, who though being an acknowledged
artist/educator, worked with and supported young artists, made
me think of Hiroko’s relaxed smile whose artistic spirit led her to
provide the ‘space’ for various art activities. And also Tatsuhiko
who had lived with artists since his childhood and always showed
great enthusiasm in supporting their work. My current project at
the Youkobo owes so much to Linda’s spiritual support regardless
of our distance and the optimal environment provided by the
Muratas, despite no face-to-face communication due to the
Covid-19 crisis. Their ‘warm shadow’ not only encourages me but

also adds ardor to my work.

Sometimes, I think of Martin’s maxim which was told to me by
an artist who had known her personally: “It’s important to keep
the studio silent.” T remember the sensation I received when I first
experienced the tranquility and feeling of expanse in Martin’s
work—something similar to latent vitality or a wavering shapeless
shadow. Her ‘quiet studio’ must have been filled with silent but

vibrant ‘life’ and ‘inspiration.’

These qualities also permeate both the FVA and the Youkobo. The
FVA has a small orchard looked after by Linda and her husband, the
sculptor Ed and its smell attracts birds, squirrels, rabbits and a parent
coyote with its offspring. Next to the compound, when it rains or
snows, the Santa Fe River brings water from the nearby mountains.
In this Agua Fria (meaning cold water) area, irrigation was
developed under Spanish colonization and there used to be several
potteries owned by indigenous people. The Youkobo also provides
an urban oasis with its garden covered by thick green foliage where
many kinds of animals come to rest and children’s voices from the
elementary school opposite echo. Together, these things all give me
life and inspiration. When I walk down the gentle slope in front
of the studio at the end of the day, I arrive at the Zempukuji Pond

where natural spring water from Osonoi wells up. As I close my eyes

and a white line, sumi ink on paper, 253 X253mm

and breathe in the clean air, I remember the time I used to walk
along the Santa Fe River at evening twilight. As the whole area
became covered by blue shadow just before the pitch-dark air fell,
my mind relaxed, felt completely empty and renewed, and I floated
in the air as if swimming a long time ago when there was an inland

sea there. This sensation is also palpable in my current work.

When she lived on the West Coast in her youth, Martin was very
good at swimming. She continued producing art until just before
her death at 92 years old; her friends remember her as a shy but
loving person. They also remember that she loved children very
much. She made a swimming pool in the backyard of her studio
and in summer she used to quietly watch local kids who came to
play every day. She probably felt a longing for their ‘innocence.” As
an art historian suggests, ‘innocence’ here means more than a mere
naive, sentimental quality; it is foundational in pursuing radical
freedom which allows you to go beyond conventions and become

‘unsurpassable’; in other words, to ‘play” in art.

I discovered ‘love’ and ‘innocence’ by following Martin’s path; I
find them both in the FVA and the Youkobo. These are a token of
people’s ‘belief’ in art, especially as purely free endeavor, which
suffuses artwork through the artist and finds eternal life there. In
this way, when encountering truly creative works that are ‘alive’,
we feel our hearts respond and become renewed. This could be
the reason why Martin’s work still impresses us with its silent
vitality and profundity. I find that Linda and Ed’s ‘home’ in Santa
Fe and the ‘micro-residence’ program nurtured by Tatsuhiko and
Hiroko both vibrate with ‘life’ expressed in a humble and steady
rhythm. Like a subtly wavering shadow, it softly permeates my
body and slowly breathes form into the individual lines which I

draw onto paper.
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Excerpt from “Things that Reside in A Line”
by Hanae Nakao

Tracing an object
Reflecting shapes and forms of objects

The sun shining above all things, its light and shadow

Shindo reflects on things that are lost in the process of ‘Teflecting /
tracing / transferring.” That is, she reveals numerous small narratives
which are often obscured in larger stories. Only by staring intently, can
you perceive this subtle colorful gradation that exists in small, minute
things. Along with this, Shindo has been working for a long time to
capture ‘something immanent that resides in landscapes and spaces.’
These are not separate ventures; they are interrelated and thus create

invisible layers and minute gradations, and sometimes disparities.

This interest in things lost in-between, untranslatability and
something immanent that resides in things has led the artist to find
expression in white gaps made by drawing black lines on white
paper, and grey tonalities (not black, not white). She seems to have
discovered “a ‘shimmer’* that implies {colorless colors) with infinite
nuance, monochrome tonality, and neutralized state or space” in
gradations of sumi ink giving the effect of light and shade. Her work
also raises a question: how drawings become shadows? In these
works, made by drawing lines, thus lacking objects of creation,
various dichotomies are overcome and what is shown to us is an
infinite scale of shading that exists in-between. This invites us to
enter a world of formlessness, which creates a sensation of being
absorbed by a larger entity such as motherhood or life. The artist’s
interest in shade, while light is essential to life, suggests that she

sees vivid existence in the silence of nuanced shadows. -+

"' Roland Barthes, The Neutral: Lecture Course at the Collége de France (1977-
1978). Trans. Rosalind E. Krauss and Denis Hollier. New York: Columbia
University Press, 2005, 51. (55 F iR, BRI R R XILHBFRA VI
MR 74— 420208 % & #  Quoted from Shindo's handout given in her
presentation at the 2nd online research forum of the Association for Studies of
Culture and Representation, 2020.)
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