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Ontology with a rolling mechanism

Hideki Nakamura

Standing before the mechanical artwork of Tatsuji Ushijima, not a few people
would feel a sort of perplexity. For there is no focus to face in his work and it is not
easy to understand the purpose of its mechanism. The result is that it can be
interpreted in various ways. In my opinion, he has concentrated on magnifying
primitive human interest and hand-work by replacing them with a mechanism to
represent the basis of the structure of human consciousness. A diversified network
of physical action toward the outside world, that is, “to do”, is nothing but the reality
of human consciousness and existence, and the purpose and result of such action
cannot but remain in perpetual uncertainty.

In this sense, the nuanced Japanese word shikake, which means mechanism, is
suitable to express the character of his work. It indecates device both as an object
and action, and its second meaning reminds us of the “visible relation between man
and the external world”. This “mechanism=relation”, the substance of Ushijima’s art,
exposes in sharp relief our unexploited and most microscopic actions and ways of
consciousness. For example, his work “dig the ground” is quite non-complex and
straightforward, but is distinguished by being shown in close-up. Such a skillful way
of focusing attention stands out. And the simplicity of the work suggests the whole
“relation” between soil and man, and reveals man as “relation”. Man is structured
by work itself, and the fixed illusion of the substance of man is buried beneath the
soil.

Incidentally, if we were to identify another feature of Ushijima’s work, it would be
the manic process by which he plans and builds his mechanisms. A visit to his
studio is not necessary to understand this. But it appears to be so natural; who
would question such a thing? We can know it by intuition just by observing the
work, because the mania to produce so sophisticated and dynamic a structure is
shaped physically. Supposing the “mechanism=relation” were man himself, Ushi-
jima's passionate intention cannot help but be referred to directly as that which
constructs our human condition.

Concerning the structures themselves, note that a rotary mechanism is used in
many of his works. We miss the point if we say that this is because his work is
rotated by an engine, but rather, the rotary motion itself is the principal visual
element. It is certain that the rotation of the motor takes the place of the movement
of digging by spade and hoe, as walking is replaced by the rolling of the wheels. It
seems, moreover, that this rotary motion is treated as the origin from which he has
constructed a relatively independent presence. A circle is a closed form with a
center, while rotary motion, also with an independent centrality, is a perpetual
process of seeking to work beyond the periphery, which is difficult to perceive and
which cannot be substantiated. The fundamental structure of human existence,
which is represented by rotary motion, is open to physical matters and external
space, both difficult to identify; and what is more, this structure doesn't lose its
independent presence. Ushijima presents it in his artwork not as an idealistic
allegory, but as that which gives a sensory joy.

In this solo show, which uses both the interior and exterior space of Hillside
Gallery, rotary motion again plays the leading role. However, there is a radical
difference from previous exhibitions. Until now, Ushijima’s mechanism lay between
man and the external, it was the “relation” between the two as well as a representa-
tion of man himself. He focused on the connection between the mechanism and the
outside world. This time he turns his attention to the relation between human
consciousness or action and the mechanism. An electric control panel is installed
outside the gallery space; the big electric rotaries inside move in various ways
according to the combination of buttons pushed. You select a button in response
to questions put to you. But the selection of bottons and the mode of rotation do not
consistently correspond. In this way, Ushijima makes it clear that “mechanism=
relation” is a circuit of consciousness consisting of uncertain and fluid aspects
toward existence. He attempts, in fact, to confront the structure of uncertainty itself.

Note his ambivalence: he tries not to be bound by problematics of contemporary
art, which has narrowed and confined itself within colsed circles, but rather seeks
a broad outlook on the human race, aII the while |nhensuvely malmslnlng his
personal concern and in the of his He
intends to overturn from its very Ioundahons our shared sense of understanding of
the human existence; he has done so using detailed facts which must be acknow-
leged. When our relationship with nature is the direct subject of a work, it is natural
that a social objection should be involved. | feel that such intellectual stimulation
is today’s pressing necessity. (art critic)
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Rolling wheel (center)

aluminum alloy (colored alumite), brass, stainloss stocl, bicycle
wheel, motor, control Gircuit

$4000(max) Xh700 mm

Logic plate  (on the front window)

photosensor switch, logical circuit, projector, counter
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Structure of kehai (atmosphere)

Establish a relationship.

Install motor-controled rolling wheels (rolling machines) inside the space
and establish a logic plate, consisting of questions projected and answer
buttons on the glass window which separates the inside from the outside
and fronts onto the street. The questions, half-meaningless like idiomatic
greetings, are of no interest to the person questioned and demand no deep
thought. The answerers (those who perceive) choose between two
answers given to each question by selecting one of two buttons. The
number of times each answer has been selected is indicated. Independent
of the participant's consciousness, the rolling of the wheels inside is
controled according to each choice. The interrelation between the answer
selected and the mode of rotation is not consistent, and these two,
incongruent apposition, are somewhat unconnected. (Tatsuji Ushijima)
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Imperfect circle

When a relation between those who express and
those who perceive is caused, that is, the latter
gives an interpretation to what is expressed, it can
be said that an “atmosphere” is created between the
two. The atmosphere introduces a conclusion and
leads to a closed circular relation. This result is
brought about by broad phenomena which can be
neither prescribed nor predicted. What is important
here is the expansion of thought as the endless
chain of question and atmosphere: the “atmosphere”
(not in a specific sense) creates the *question” and
the “question” creates the “atmosphere”. | feel it
necessary to turn my attention to the structure of
this chain. (Tatsuji Ushijima)
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Principle element-earth 1992

aluminum alloy, brass, stainless steel, bicycle wheel,
spiral hoist, earth

W920Xh880X d260 mm

Principle element-wind 1992

aluminum alloy, brass, stainless steel, bicycle wheel,

Principle element-fire 1992
aluminum alloy, brass, stainless steel, bicycle wheel,
generator, lens, light-emitting diode (light)
WB60Xh680X 4340 mm

Principle element-sky 1

aluminum alloy, brass, stainless steel, bicycle wheel,
silicon oscillatory film, air

WB80X 680X d260 mm
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Principle element-water 1992
aluminum alloy, brass, stainelss steel, bicyele wheel, pomp, thermometer,
water
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