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How does a substance behave when put in a vessel?
—Thoughts on Ichiyanagi Toshi’s and Kondo Takahiro’s Erasure

Inaga Shigemi

I once poured boiling water into a plastic cup without realizing
that it was not heat resistant. Unable to withstand the temperature
of the water, the sides of the transparent vessel collapsed to the
ground as if startled. The water hesitated for a split second before
spilling into the surrounding space, as if perplexed by the cup’s
disappearance. Everything seemed to happen in slow motion,
as if | was watching a super slow-motion replay. Eventually, the
translucent plastic remains spread to form an irregular shape on
the flat table top, beneath a growing puddle. If you try this at
home, you will know what | am talking about - just take care not
to get burned or wet your floor!

When the contents of a vessel cause it to melt and evaporate, the
unthinkable happens. It is then that we realize that vessels act like
safety valves that allow us to go about our lives safely.

A phenomenon similar to the above may be observed when a
clay pot that has been thrown on a wheel, but not fired, is doused
with water. The sides of the pot droop as if tricked, and the water
overflows, wetting the surroundings. We are reminded of avant-
garde potter Yagi Kazuo, who lived in Gojozaka, which is also
the town in which Kondo Takahiro was born, and who for the
duration of his career experimented with a variety of vessels and
techniques as he tried to make pottery vessels implode by filling
them with the Enlightenment concept of self-creation. Kondo
Takahiro’s Erasure appears to be an experiment in the same vein as
Yagi’s work.

It is when you start searching for a middle ground between
intentionally-created and randomly-occurring forms that you start
to notice the interplay between the artist’s intent and the medium.
When you work clay on a wheel, you experience what it is like to
create a form with your hands while battling with the medium and
sensing its viscosity through centrifugal force. it is an experience
that is hard to put into words, in which you have to think using
your arms and fingers rather than your brain and your eyes.
Working clay is a conversation with the medium that takes place
as the medium rotates, in which a variety of sensations including

temperature, friction, viscosity, hardness, and sometimes even
smell and hearing come into play — you may even use your tongue
to taste the clay - and combine with your hands’ and fingers’ urge
to shape the clay.

Skilled potters attempf to find the point at which the rotation
of the wheel, the characteristics of the clay, and the sensation in
their hands and fingers all come together in harmony. When they
succeed, the subjective sensation of creation recedes, and the
potter is enveloped by the feeling that he or she has achieved
a state of nothingness and become one with the environment.
This may be similar to what a surgeon feels when an operation
is going well, or what a translator feels when a job is going
smoothly. Interestingly, the second the potter becomes ambitious
or complacent, he or she will encounter problems and the fuifilled
sensation of nothingness will vanish. At the same time, becoming
overly absorbed and going on auto-pilot presents dangers too:
as long as art remains a conscious endeavour, the suppression of
conscious action is regarded to be suicidal. That said, the act of
creating conditions that simulate randomness is also by its nature
contrived. In this world, the conscious and the unconscious form a
cycle.

A vessel nurtures the meaning that it contains. However,
sometimes the contents of the vessel destroy their container and
leak out. The second that the contents are spilled, they lose their
form and revert to a shapeless, molten mass. This process may be
compared to the manifestation and loss of meaning. We can also
compare it to a key in a keyhole, in that only in the presence of
friction will the key rotate, eventually allowing the lid of the box
to open. However, when the lid is opened, the contents of the
box are dispersed into the atmosphere. We might also compare
this situation to the difficulty we sometimes have putting an idea
into words. Or to a fleeting melody that drips from the musical
notes on the stave. What does it actually mean to fill a vessel with
content? What is the significance of a vessel that is destroyed by
its contents? It is when we ask this question that we are reminded
of a valuable possession that we forgot about.



