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A portrait of Her

Silvia Burini
Full Professor of History of Russian Art 
and History of Contemporary Art and 
Director of CSAR (Center of the Study 
of Russian Art), Ca’ Foscari University 
of Venice

in conversation with
Tatiana Arzamasova
Artist, AES+F Collective

Tatiana, I’d like to begin by consider-
ing the aesthetics of ‘Global Baroque’ 
in the contemporary world. The work 
of AES+F is often described as an ex-
ploration of a new digital Baroque – a 
visual ecstasy that is at once seductive 
and deeply unsettling. How is this 
visual language evolving today, in an 
increasingly fragmented world sat-
urated with images? Do you still feel 
the need to overload reality in order 
to expose its underlying hypocrisies? 
For me, the Baroque is less a historical 
style than a way of perceiving the world, 
one in which too many things happen 
all at once. Today we are constantly 
surrounded by images, and artists no 
longer need to amplify this visual flow. 
What has become essential instead is 
understanding what happens to human 
beings when they are immersed in such 
visual excess. Today, the overabundance 
of images is not a form of decoration 
but a way of giving shape to anxiety.

Turning to what it means to be the ‘A’ 
in AES+F and to the dynamics of the 
collective, working together for dec-
ades requires extraordinary synergy. 
How does your individuality, your 
perspective as both an artist and a 
woman, fit within the collective’s pol-
yphonic identity? Is there a particular 
way of seeing or a specific sensibility 
that you feel you have brought to and 
woven into your most iconic works?
Over so many years of working togeth-
er, we have learned to trust the collec-
tive process to such an extent that it 

is sometimes impossible to remember 
who first came up with an idea. My at-
tention has probably always been drawn 
more to the inner state of the image, 
to its emotional tone. It is important 
to me that even the most seemingly 
perfect character should retain a pro-
foundly human ambiguity. As for be-
ing a woman, I do not see my creative 
identity as defined by gender. I believe 
that contemporary identities, in art as 
elsewhere, are far more complex today 
and cannot be reduced to, or expressed 
solely through, gender, nationality or 
sexual orientation.

Another recurring theme in your work 
is the body and identity within the 
digital limbo. In works such as The 
Liminal Space Trilogy and Inverso 
Mundus, bodies appear flawless and 
polished, resembling post-human de-
ities or high-fashion avatars. Where, 
for you, does the boundary lie between 
celebrating beauty and exposing the 
alienation of contemporary life?
Our characters appear almost perfect, 
yet it is precisely this perfection that 
creates a sense of alienation. Contem-
porary culture constantly presents us 
with enhanced versions of ourselves. 
What interests me is that precise mo-
ment when beauty ceases to be natural 
and becomes a kind of digital mask.

Your work creates a kind of short cir-
cuit between prophecies of the past 
and memory. Your installations often 
seem suspended in time, set within a 
mythological future that is nonethe-
less deeply rooted in the great tradi-
tions of Western and Russian art. As 
an art historian, I find this connection 
fascinating. What does memory rep-
resent for you? Is it a means of escape, 
or a magnifying lens for deciphering 
the traumas of the present?
I have never regarded memory as a form 
of escape. On the contrary, the histo-
ry of art helps us see the present more 
clearly. Looking at the great masters of 
the past, we realise that many of our 

current fears, utopias and temptations 
already existed, albeit against a differ-
ent backdrop. Sometimes, however, 
unexpected short circuits and shifts in 
meaning occur. The idea for The Feast 
of Trimalchio, for instance, came to us 
while we were staying at the Hyatt hotel 
in Sharm El Sheikh. On one of the walls, 
a monumental decorative bas-relief, an 
enlarged copy of a relief from the Valley 
of the Kings, depicted the embalming 
of a pharaoh’s mummy by the deities 
Anubis, Isis and Horus. A sacred subject 
had been reduced to a mere decorative 
feature in a holiday resort. Meanwhile, 
on the adjacent terraces, masseurs were 
treating tourists lying on sun loungers: 
a scene visually identical to the ritual of 
mummification.

Let’s turn to Inverso Mundus and the 
concept of the world turned upside 
down. In that project, you reinter-
preted this ancient historical topos. 
Looking at today’s geopolitical and 
social landscape, what new reversals 
or paradoxes of our age strike you 
most and deserve to be brought onto 
the stage?
What amazes me most today is not 
absurdity itself, but how quickly we 
become accustomed to it. The world is 
changing at a dizzying pace, and many 
things that seemed impossible yester-
day are already part of everyday life. It is 
precisely this sense of an ‘upside-down 
normality’ that interests me more than 
anything else.

Another powerful theme running 
through your work is the relationship 
between the sacred and the profane. 
Your videos and compositions have 
a strongly ritualistic, almost litur-
gical quality, which is in constant 
dialogue with the profane and with 
technological fetishism. What signif-
icance does the sacred (or its parody) 
hold for you in contemporary art? 
I do not believe the sacred has disap-
peared; it has simply changed its form. 
Today, people relate to technology, data 

and personal success in much the same 
way as they once related to religious 
symbols. What fascinates me in our 
work is precisely this tension, this on-
going dialogue between ancient ritual 
and modern fetishism.

Your work somehow anticipated the 
influence of digital technologies and 
artificial intelligence in the age of 
post-truth through its masterful use 
of digital manipulation and post-pro-
duction. Now that generative AI has 
become accessible to everyone, how 
do you see the artist’s role changing 
when the aim is to create what might 
be called ‘critical illusions’?
I am not afraid of artificial intelligence. 
AI can produce images, but it lacks the 
inner drive that compels someone to 
express something meaningful. What 
distinguishes an artist is not the num-
ber of images they can generate, but 
their ability to bring an original and 
critical perspective to what is happen-
ing around them.

There is also the question of the audi-
ence and its complicity in this game 
of seduction. Your works are hypnot-
ic: viewers are captivated long before 
they grasp their political or social mes-
sage. Does it concern you that people 
might stop at the seductive surface of 
your images, failing to perceive their 
sharp irony and underlying angst?
If viewers are initially seduced by the 
visual surface, that is perfectly natu-
ral: beauty opens the door. The real 
question is whether, immediately af-
terwards, a lingering sense of unease 
persists. I believe the most compelling 
works are those that continue to reso-
nate in people’s minds long after they 
have left the exhibition space.

Our conversation fits perfectly with 
the cross-disciplinary spirit of Lei, a 
magazine created to explore the con-
temporary world through a plurality 
of perspectives. What message or re-
flection do you think is most urgent 
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to convey to readers who look to art 
for guidance amid the chaos of mod-
ern life?
Today, the world offers too many quick, 
ready-made answers. The value of art 
lies precisely in its ability to slow us 
down, compelling us to look at reality 
in all its complexity. I would like read-
ers not to seek ready-made points of 
reference in art, but rather to preserve 
the precious ability to keep asking ques-
tions.

Finally, Tatiana, let us look towards fu-
ture projects and the new geographies 
of art. Your work has always travelled 
across borders, from the Venice Bien-
nale to museums worldwide. In what 
direction is AES+F’s artistic research 
moving at this moment in history? 
What new visual or thematic territo-
ries will you lead us into?
At the moment, we are particularly in-
terested in understanding how human 
presence is changing within the digital 
environment. We are working on a new 
project based on a well-known ancient 
story, and we are fascinated by how this 
narrative will be transformed by con-
temporary realities and by the kinds of 
images through which it will be repre-
sented. We are not trying to predict the 
future. Rather, we prefer to observe the 
present with the utmost attention, be-
cause today’s world already seems far 
more extraordinary and incredible than 
anything we could ever have imagined 
in our predictions.

Tatiana Arzamasova (Moscow, 1955) is 
an internationally acclaimed contem-
porary artist and a leading figure on 
the avant-garde visual arts scene. After 
graduating from the Moscow Institute 
of Architecture (MArchI) in 1978, she 
began her career as a conceptual ar-
chitect, winning the UNESCO Grand 
Prix Theatre of the Future. In 1987, she 
co-founded the artistic collective AES 
with Lev Evzovich and Evgeny Svyatsky; 
in 1995, photographer Vladimir Fridkes 
joined the group, which became AES+F. 
Within the collective, Arzamasova com-
bines her rigorous understanding of 
space with the creation of monumental 
multimedia works. AES+F has gained 
international recognition for its distinc-
tive aesthetic, in which digital painting, 
HD video, sculpture and photography 
merge to explore the myths and trau-
mas of global society.
With AES+F, Arzamasova represented 
Russia at the Venice Biennale in 2007 
with Last Riot and again in 2015 with 
Inverso Mundus. In recent years, in re-
sponse to their strong ideological op-
position to the Russian government’s 
policies that culminated in the outbreak 
of the war in Ukraine, the artist and the 
collective have distanced themselves 
from the regime and relocated to Ber-
lin. Today, Tatiana Arzamasova lives and 
works in the German capital. Her works 
are exhibited at major international in-
stitutions, including the Centre Pompi-
dou in Paris and the Faena Arts Center 
in Buenos Aires, and are held in sig-
nificant public and private collections 
worldwide.
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Wishing for the Future, Acting in the 
Present: How Imagining Your Future 
Professional Self Helps Shape Your 
Career

While some predictions seem more 
likely than others, the future always re-
mains uncertain, and yet human choic-
es are deeply tied to thoughts about it. 
Whether envisioning an ideal future or a 
more probable one, each decision usu-
ally relies on a mental image of ourselves 
and the world as projected forward in 
time. Research explains that the un-
derlying cognitive mechanism involves 
individuals making judgements in the 
present on the basis of such future 
projections, almost as though they 
were events that had already taken 
place. This is made possible by imag-
ination, which enables us to combine 
elements drawn from past and present 
experience to create vivid mental sce-
narios representing the many possibil-
ities that may unfold over time.
The scientific literature provides nu-
merous examples that highlight the im-
portance of reflecting on who we want 
to become. One such example can be 
found in career development research, 
where defining the future we wish to 
achieve is considered a crucial element.
Researchers have introduced the con-
cept of the future work self (Strauss 
et al. 2012 ),1 referring to the mental 
representation of an individual’s hopes 
and aspirations for their professional 
life. Studies have shown that the future 
work self encourages the adoption of 
so-called ‘proactive career behaviours’. 
These behaviours are essential for turn-
ing aspirations into reality because they 
are future-oriented, aimed at bringing 
about change, and deliberately initiated 
by the individual.
Proactive career behaviours can be di-
vided into two categories: preparatory 
proactive behaviours and enacted pro-
active behaviours. The former, such as 
career planning, concern the cognitive 
processes that help clarify short-term 
goals and map out the path required to 
achieve one’s professional aspirations. 

1 Strauss, K.; Griffin, M.A.; Parker, S. K. 
(2012). “Future Work Selves: How Salient 
Hoped-For Identities Motivate Proacti-
ve Career Behaviors”. Journal of Applied 
Psychology, 97(3), 580-98.

Once the milestones along that path 
have been identified, there is a need 
to take concrete action to support the 
achievement of the desired profession-
al future. The literature identifies three 
main types of enacted proactive behav-
iour: skill development, which involves 
committing to learning and acquiring 
the knowledge and abilities needed to 
achieve one’s desired professional self; 
network building, understood as the ef-
fort to establish and cultivate relation-
ships that can support career develop-
ment; and feedback seeking, namely the 
active pursuit of advice and guidance 
from more experienced individuals to 
develop skills and increase future career 
opportunities.
Although there is no guarantee that 
one’s future work self will ultimately 
become reality, proactive behaviours are 
an important factor in helping individ-
uals achieve their desired professional 
identity. At the same time, by their very 
nature, these behaviours require a high 
degree of personal commitment and 
therefore depend on sustained moti-
vation over time. However, the mecha-
nisms through which this motivation is 
maintained are not yet fully understood.
In this regard, research conducted by 
the Ca’ Foscari Competency Centre 
team found that attributing a sense of 
meaningfulness to one’s ideal future 
career, understood as the perception of 
significance and positive value associ-
ated with the future work self, may be 
an important key to understanding how 
proactive behaviours are activated. The 
study, carried out on a sample of young 
people at the beginning of their careers, 
showed that the sense of meaningful-
ness attached to the future work self 
signals the importance of that goal to 
the individual, acting as a motivational 
guide in the present, much like a com-
pass directing career decisions. From 
this perspective, it is not enough to see 
our ideal professional self merely as a 
mental image; we must also recognise 
its value as part of our identity, some-
thing that helps define who we are to-
day. This offers a possible explanation of 
how imagining the future can be trans-
lated into planning and action to make 
that future a reality.
Understanding this mechanism pro-
vides a practical tool for those who 
support individuals through career de-
velopment or career transition, both 
within universities and in organisational 
settings. On the one hand, it is impor-
tant to create environments where peo-
ple can reflect on their ideal profession-
al future, for example through guidance 
interviews and career counselling. On 
the other hand, for these reflections to 
translate into concrete action, it is es-
sential not only to encourage people to 
imagine who they want to become, but 
also to help them reflect on what their 
ideal professional self means to them 
in the present. By ascribing meaning to 
this vision, individuals gain the psycho-
logical resources needed to turn aspira-
tions into purposeful action. With this 
support, the desired professional self 
becomes not only more tangible but 
also more attainable.

Wannabe Her

Hanah Ogadimma Ahanonu
Universal Civil Service Volunteer

in conversation with
Giulia Tariello
Consultant for the European External 
Action Service, specialising in commu-
nication and youth engagement

Introduction
Giulia Tariello has built her career 
around a firm belief: young people 
should play a leading role in the deci-
sion-making processes that shape the 
future of our societies. For years, she has 
been committed to making diplomacy 
more accessible, inclusive and repre-
sentative by encouraging the active par-
ticipation of younger generations wher-
ever global policies and strategies are 
developed. At the heart of her vision is 
the desire to create meaningful oppor-
tunities for young people to contribute 
their ideas, skills and fresh perspectives 
to public debate. She places particular 
emphasis on empowering young wom-
en, conveying a clear message: there 
is a place for them at the tables where 
decisions that affect our present and 
future are made. A truly effective and 
representative diplomacy also depends 
on their contributions, leadership and 
voice.

How did you discover the world of di-
plomacy, and when did you realise it 
could become your career?
From a very young age, even at lower 
secondary school, I was fascinated by 
foreign languages, cultural diversity and 
the idea of travelling. I loved exploring 
different cultures and traditions while 
discovering what they had in common. 
It struck me that, despite living in dif-
ferent parts of the world, people often 
share the same thoughts, interests and 
everyday experiences.
That made me wonder what kind of ca-
reer would allow me to turn this passion 
into a profession. At the time, I consid-
ered two possibilities: becoming a flight 
attendant or working in diplomacy.
As a child, I was also deeply interested 
in human rights and, in a way, saw my-
self as something of a champion of jus-
tice. As I grew older, particularly during 
secondary school, I increasingly sought 
to steer my interests in that direction. 
That is why I chose to study Political 
Science for my bachelor’s degree, fol-
lowed by International Relations for my 
master’s, bringing me ever closer to the 
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world of diplomacy.
At first, my involvement was at a local 
level. I joined an association in Milan 
called the Student Movement for In-
ternational Organization (M.S.O.I.), 
which organises activities, meetings and 
simulations to help students determine 
whether this field is right for them. 
Through that experience, I realised I 
had found my place. I already knew the 
sector I wanted to work in; what I still 
needed to understand was the best way 
to get there.

What qualities do you think are essen-
tial for working in diplomacy today?
When I was at university, I studied in-
ternational agreements, history and po-
litical theory from textbooks, yet when I 
opened a newspaper or browsed social 
media, reality was often very different. 
That is why I believe a deep understand-
ing of the past, the present and the 
future we hope to build is essential for 
anyone working in this field. You need 
to accept reality as it is while also ask-
ing yourself how committed you are to 
changing it or to making a positive im-
pact through your work.
Another fundamental quality, in my 
view, is empathy. It helps us better un-
derstand the realities around us and, 
in our own way, contribute to solving 
problems and creating positive change 
in society.
Determination is equally important. 
This is not an easy career path, particu-
larly for those who enter their country’s 
diplomatic service through highly com-
petitive examinations. Pursuing this 
kind of career requires a strong belief in 
what you are doing, so it is essential to 
be well prepared professionally, mental-
ly and personally.
Finally, I believe it is important to be so-
ciable and proactive. In diplomacy and 
international relations, there are many 
situations where you need to speak in 
public and interact with people from 
very different backgrounds. Feeling 
comfortable with dialogue and human 
interaction is certainly an advantage.

Speaking of communication, what 
inspired you to share your experience 
on platforms such as Instagram and 
LinkedIn?
I always say that Instagram and social 
media were a side effect rather than the 
original goal. When I was Italy’s Youth 
Delegate [to the United Nations], part 
of my role involved sharing online the 
activities, experiences and emotions 
connected with my work.
Over time, my profile became more 
personal, and I began sharing behind-
the-scenes insights into my projects. 
As I received more and more messages, 
particularly from young women inter-
ested in this career, I realised how im-
portant it was to show that these paths 
are genuinely achievable, especially for 
those who lack clear role models.
From then on, I increasingly shared 
content to make this world more acces-
sible and to bring young people closer 
to diplomacy and multilateralism. Ex-
plaining the work of the United Nations 
and the European Union in language 

that resonates with younger generations 
became a personal mission, using social 
media tools and formats to tell the story 
of a field often perceived as distant.
The goal is to continue to inform young 
people and show them that these issues 
are not remote or abstract: they directly 
affect their lives and offer real oppor-
tunities for personal growth, participa-
tion, and positive change.

What achievement are you most 
proud of in your career to date?
The achievement I am proudest of is 
having built such a large community, 
which now includes more than 150,000 
people. That is a truly significant num-
ber. It has grown through sharing both 
my personal experience and my per-
spective on diplomacy and multilater-
alism.
I believe this is especially important 
for young people, particularly in Italy, 
where diplomacy is still often perceived 
as a very rigid and formal environment. 
Many people think that to become a 
diplomat you have to behave, speak and 
dress in a certain way. I don’t believe 
that at all.
How someone speaks, dresses or pre-
sents themselves does not determine 
whether they will be a good diplomat. 
Equally, people who do not fit certain 
stereotypes are no less suited to this ca-
reer. That is why I have always tried to 
make this field more accessible through 
direct communication that speaks to 
younger generations.
I can already see this change taking 
shape, as more people working in di-
plomacy begin to communicate in a 
more authentic, less institutional way. 
That makes me happy because it re-
flects a generational shift within the 
profession.
The aim is not to replace the more 
traditional side of diplomacy, but to 
broaden the perspective. I believe these 
two worlds can coexist without exclud-
ing anyone simply because they do not 
conform to a predetermined standard.
The greatest satisfaction, however, 
comes from receiving messages from 
young people, often still at secondary 
school, who tell me that my content has 
helped them better understand their 
aspirations and make more informed 
choices about their future. Knowing 
that I have contributed, even in a small 
way, to that process is probably the 
most rewarding achievement of all.

At this stage in your career, how do 
you balance your personal life with 
such a demanding profession? Is it 
possible to achieve a healthy work-life 
balance?
Absolutely, although it is difficult, es-
pecially given how dynamic diplomacy 
and international relations are. There 
are periods when everything becomes 
extremely intense and the pace acceler-
ates dramatically. That is why I believe 
it is essential to prioritise your mental 
health and always make time for your-
self and your hobbies.
For example, nothing prevents me from 
closing my laptop at a set time and ded-
icating the rest of the evening to my in-

terests, the activities that make me hap-
py, or simply enjoying my free time. It is 
not always easy, as work, social media, 
travel and other commitments often 
overlap. Nevertheless, it is important to 
identify your non-negotiables – those 
personal values and priorities you are 
not willing to sacrifice. Balance comes 
from pursuing both your professional 
ambitions and your personal life.
Another point is important, especially 
for young women who may be reading 
this. It simply is not true that choosing 
a career like this means giving up your 
personal relationships or the possibil-
ity of building a stable family life. For 
a long time, this was one of my great-
est fears. I discussed it at length with 
female diplomats and professionals in 
the field until I realised it simply is not 
the case.
I believe it is essential to be honest 
with your partner about your ambitions 
and life goals, building a relationship 
grounded in shared values and genuine 
mutual understanding. It was not al-
ways easy for me at first, but when your 
partner recognises that what you do is 
part of who you are, not just your job, 
finding balance becomes much easier. 
Above all, you should never feel guilty 
about your professional ambitions.
I also believe that younger generations 
can help overcome dynamics that per-
sist today. In diplomacy, it remains 
more common to see men supported 
by partners who follow them from one 
posting to another than the other way 
round. That mindset needs to change. 
Today we have the opportunity to build 
more balanced relationships in which 
partners support each other without 
predefined roles, allowing both people 
to fulfil their ambitions without sacri-
ficing their identities.

Finally, what advice would you give to 
young women who wish to pursue a 
career in this field?
First of all, understand what truly ex-
cites and motivates you. International 
relations is an incredibly broad field, 
and after studying subjects such as Po-
litical Science, there are many possible 
career paths. It is therefore important to 
decide which direction you want to take 
and what the job you imagine actually 
involves.
Another essential step is to reflect on 
your priorities. For some people, stay-
ing close to their family is fundamental; 
for others, like me, moving abroad or 
relocating is not a limitation. Under-
standing this helps you build a career 
path that is genuinely aligned with who 
you are.
You also need to accept that your jour-
ney will not necessarily be linear and 
that there are no fixed deadlines for 
achieving your goals. Periods of uncer-
tainty are part of the process.
Finally, remember that your worth is 
not defined by other people’s opinions 
or by your gender. In a profession that 
is still evolving, it is essential to feel en-
titled to be there, to speak up, and to 
take on positions of responsibility with 
confidence and self-reliance.

Giulia Tariello is an expert in youth 
diplomacy and international relations. 
She has served as Italy’s Youth Delegate 
to the United Nations and as the Eu-
ropean Union’s Youth Delegate to the 
United Nations, representing younger 
generations in major multilateral fo-
rums. She works with the European 
External Action Service (EEAS) on ad-
vocacy and youth engagement projects. 
She is also a content creator and public 
communicator, with a community of 
more than 154,000 followers on Insta-
gram, where she brings international 
politics and global citizenship closer to 
younger generations.

Lei & the World

Manuela Lietti
Researcher

in conversation with
Chiharu Shiota
Artist

The Soul Trembles was conceived as a 
survey travelling exhibition that in-
cludes both new and early works, and 
traces your artistic journey over the 
past decades. How did you approach 
this new exhibition in Turin at MAO, 
a place with a unique architectural 
setting and permanent collection? I 
am curious to know how you have pre-
sented the body of works at the core 
of the solo exhibition, but also what 
differs in adapting to the specificity of 
this new venue?
This is the first time my exhibition is 
being shown in an Oriental museum 
together with many Asian artworks. 
I am from Asia, but have lived in Ber-
lin for a long time, so this art feels 
very familiar to me. Usually, The Soul 
Trembles is shown on one floor with 
all the installations together. At MAO, 
we worked with several floors, so we 
created a new way to show the works. 
For example, I put my drawings on the 
stairs to connect the spaces. The mix of 
contemporary art and Asian art creates 
an interesting dialogue. I felt a strong 
connection between my work and the 
museum’s collection. But how the work 
is shown, and in what order, is also de-
cided by Mami Kataoka, the curator. 
She has a vision of how people should 
experience the works. 
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The exhibition and its title, The Soul 
Trembles - which I invite you to ex-
plain further as a starting point - are 
deeply related to your own history and 
experience of illness. Even as your per-
sonal path has shaped your work and 
the trajectories it has taken over the 
years, your approach is able to connect 
the micro and the macro, the personal 
and the universal. How have you de-
veloped this cosmic perspective?
A day after Mami Kataoka, then curator, 
and now director, of Mori Art Museum, 
invited me to present a solo show there, 
I learned in a check-up that my can-
cer had returned after 12 years. While 
preparing for the exhibition, I had to 
undergo surgery and chemotherapy. 
It was an extremely difficult time, and 
I thought deeply about death and the 
soul. My daughter was only nine, and 
I was worried that she would grow up 
without a mother and I wondered what 
she thought [about] where the soul 
would go after the body is gone. This 
led me to create the video work About 
the Soul, in which I asked other children 
the same age as my daughter about the 
soul. This experience inspired the exhi-
bition’s title. I think I am able to con-
nect the micro and macro of personal 
and universal spheres because we all ex-
perience death; it is part of our life, and 
at the same time we are all connected to 
the universe. Death is not the end, but 
we move into a part of a bigger universe. 
We all are connected by death. 

Death is synonymous with a transi-
tion into a larger entity - e.g., the cos-
mos itself. 
Our bodies are made of very tiny atoms. 
When we die, these atoms break down 
and return to the world. We can no 
longer see our physical existence, but 
we become part of the wind, the earth, 
and the larger universe.

It seems that your work is constantly 
committing to a process of transcend-
ence, implying a continuous state of 
metamorphosis rather than the binary 
juxtaposition of life and death, con-
struction versus deconstruction. How 
does this perspective affect your work 
conceptually and visually?
My work deals with life and death be-
cause it is a universal part of our exist-
ence. I was always curious about life, 
what is the meaning and where are we 
going? I don’t have answers but want to 
question myself and my existence. Hav-
ing had cancer twice, this experience is 
closely connected to my art. Being close 
to death – not by choice, but because 
it has been part of my life – it shaped 
the way I work. I create spaces in my in-
stallations, like landscapes, that reflect 
this process.

You often say that the theme of your 
work is ‘existence in the absence’. Ab-
sence, emptiness, the void, are all ab-
stract concepts, but I would say they 
are also alternative ways of conceiving 
being alive and ‘alert’ which are cher-
ished in Eastern philosophy. How has 
Eastern thought impacted your work? 
Are there any philosophical references 

that are important for you from this 
point of view? 
The body may no longer exist, but 
memory remains. Our memories help 
define who we are. Even after death, 
life continues, and existence carries 
on. I grew up believing that the soul is 
shared, not only mine, but as connected 
to all human life. It’s like a circle, a cy-
cle of rebirth. These ideas influence my 
work, shaped by my experiences and my 
childhood, even if I don’t follow them as 
a philosophy.

Could you expand on your choice of 
specific ready-made objects that have 
been incorporated into your work and 
that speak of existences in absence. 
Are they selected for their symbolic 
meaning? I am thinking about shoes, 
suitcases, doors, and pieces of furni-
ture in particular. 
 am inspired by my life and experiences. 
For example, when I moved to Germa-
ny, I had only one suitcase. Many years 
later, I saw some old suitcases at a flea 
market in Berlin and felt drawn to them. 
I opened one and found an old newspa-
per from the 1940s and a packing list. 
I had the feeling I knew this person, 
even though I had never met them. 
The packing list looked like something 
I might have written myself. This mo-
ment inspired me to start collecting 
more suitcases and to reflect on why 
people travel.

These objects are related to memories 
too. Memories are something that we 
cannot touch but which still exist. 
When someone dies, their corpore-
al body vanishes, becoming absent, 
though memories may grow stronger. 
What is the importance of memories 
in your work? 
I can’t exist without memory. If I have 
no memory, I can’t explain myself. In 
my installations, the objects represent 
memory – something invisible – you 
can’t see the person but you can still feel 
them. I don’t know their story, but I can 
feel their existence. 

Thread is much more than a recurrent 
material in your work, it acts as a sort 
of mirror of your own feelings. It is 
proof of the invisible yet existing con-
nections between inside and outside, 
and the individual and collective that 
become visible by means of a sort of 
‘vessel’. Thread has played a significant 
role in making a broader audience fa-
miliar with your work too. I am think-
ing about your most iconic installa-
tion pieces. What does this material, 
and the different colours of it that you 
employ, mean to you?
When I use thread, it feels like I am 
painting in the air. I studied painting 
and wanted to be a painter, but after 
some time, painting lost its meaning for 
me; it was only about technique. I want-
ed to find my own material. With the 
thread I can express feelings for which 
I cannot find words.
Red is the color of blood, and blood 
carries many things [in it] like family, 
nationality, religion, love. It is part of 
who we are. For me, red is the colour 

that represents human relationships 
the most, as the thread can be tangled, 
loose, tense, knotted, and cut just like 
our connections.
The black thread is more abstract, like 
the night sky or the universe. The accu-
mulation of black lines creates a deep 
colour. 
White is pure, and in Japan, it is con-
nected to death as the deceased are 
dressed in white. It’s like a new begin-
ning and an end.

In 2015 you were selected to repre-
sent Japan at the 56th Internation-
al Art Exhibition of La Biennale di 
Venezia. Ten years have passed. What 
has changed for you in the meantime? 
How has your work developed since 
then? Do you think that being select-
ed for the Pavilion marked a turning 
point in your career? Or was there an 
exhibition or work that you consider 
more significant? 
Being selected for the Venice Pavilion 
was a huge honour and an important 
step in my career. However, short-
ly after, I became seriously ill, which 
changed my perspective on life. Before 
that, I didn’t think much about death, 
but I realised how close it is. I was in-
spired to work with more lasting mate-
rials like leather, glass, wire, and bronze. 
For me, I think the most important ex-
hibition has been The Soul Trembles at 
the Mori Art Museum. Travelling and 
showing my work to so many people 
in so many different countries has been 
very important for me as an artist.

How do you reconcile your personal 
background with a more global expe-
rience, especially after having spent 
time in Japan and Australia and now 
being based in Europe on a stable ba-
sis? 
When I was in Japan, I didn’t think 
much about my identity. Everyone 
around me looked the same – black 
hair, same culture. But when I moved 
to Australia and Germany, I met people 
from many different countries and cul-
tures, and I started to notice my own. 
Looking in the mirror, I saw my Asian 
features. It felt like I had been in salty 
water, and only after moving to Europe 
did the water evaporate and the salt 
crystallise, and everything became clear.

Connection among people, but also 
of people with the universe, is one of 
your leitmotifs. How would you like 
to connect to the audience and which 
type of energy would you like your 
work to create? 
For me, the audience is very important. 
It is a way for me to communicate in a 
different way from everyday life. I hope 
my work makes people think about their 
own lives, feel connected, or relate to 
it. I’m happy if seeing my work makes 
them more interested in contemporary 
art, but there is no one exact way this 
connection happens, and that is part of 
the experience.
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