At the heart of Mika Tajima’s multidisciplinary practice,
which spans performance, sculpture, painting, and new media
installations, is a profound inquiry into the conditions of
human agency and self-determinacy in the built and virtual
spaces that we inhabit. Tracing modernist architecture and
design from the Industrial Revolution to the sharing economy,
Tajima draws on Hannah Arendt’s idea of a social space—by
which 1living things make their appearance to probe the visi-
bility of performance, control, and freedom—and investigates
how different digital and aesthetic technologies manifest as
sensorial and psychic experience.

Interrogating agency through collective action, Tajima’s
early practice explored the modernist ideologies of produc-
tivity and efficiency of labor by analyzing how human bod-
ies are regulated through ergonomic designs and our built
environment. Producing installations that deconstructed and
reconfigured brightly painted modular cubicle panels, she
also activated these spaces as live recording studios for
her noise performance collaborations with her group, New
Humans (derived from shin-jinrui—or “new breed”—a generation
of disaffected, media-saturated Japanese youth who experi-
enced the rise and fall of the bubble economy in the 1980s,
which marked the dawn of a new subjectivity). Paralleling
noise, she probed spaces of disruption through her collabo-
rations with renowned figures such as artists Charles Atlas,
Vito Acconci, and philosopher Judith Butler. In particular,
she interrogated the constructs of language in TODAY IS NOT
A DRESS REHEARSAL, in which Butler (among many others) reads
and literally performs the speech act within the context of
a live film set amid props and fragments of scenery flats
within SFMOMA’s postmodern architecture. In THE PEDESTRIANS,
she exposed the labor of filming the literal act of walking
as the work itself. In the lineage of artists who integrate
institutional critique with multiculturalist discourses
emerging in the mid-1990s, such as Renée Green and Rirkrit
Tiravanija (whom she studied under), these early perfor-
mances exploited the museum or gallery as a site to reassess
subjectivity through appropriating and subverting the lan-
guage of film production and sound.

Tajima’s early investigation into the regulatory and
relational structures of human bodies in built environments
would eventually lead to looking at the role of human labor
in industrial and digital automation. Perhaps her most rec-
ognized series, NEGATIVE ENTROPY (2010-present) comprises
abstract woven portraits of field recordings of production
noise at industrial textile factories and data centers (in
addition to human voices) that are converted into digital
spectrogram images, which are then translated into a pattern
by a weaver who creates a Jacquard fabric of it. This series
has extended to biotech companies producing medical devices
and labs developing aneutronic fusion power.
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our work over the past two decades, I°d like

inking through the three loosely intercon-

of performance, control, and freedom that

practice in relation to your formation as an
tell me about your beginnings, your influ-

irations, and how and where your thought pro-

at inform the evolution of your practice?

) Ever since I could really draw as a kid, I wanted to be an
artist, which is funny because my parents are both scien-
tists. My father is a theoretical physicist, and my mother
is a geophysicist—even my brother studied physics. After
taking a seemingly divergent path, I am finding commonali-
ties with my parents’ fields of study. The way that I think
is similarly informed by researching the material world and
connecting it to abstractions and invisible forces. As an
artist, I also consider what it means to be an embodied sub-
ject in this world by trying to understand the physical and
social realms together.

College was my first introduction to thinking in a more
abstract way. I took a lot of art history classes and that
was the first time I was introduced to critical theory and
philosophy. I was informed by 1990s cultural studies dis-
course, and the artists that came up through that generation
have continued to influence me and helped form my foundation
and thought process, for instance, Renée Green, who I admire
so much. In my work, identity and subject formation is not
obviously visible or literal, but it’s an underlying con-
cept: What does it mean to be who we are? Who is determining
who we are? How are all these power relations shaping us?
How do we negotiate living in the world in this way?

I began using forms, such as architecture and design as
a way of examining how we are shaped by the things around us,
these systems of control and ideas of freedom. My work has
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In graduate school, I studied under Rirkrit Tiravanija,
who is also a huge influence for me. That work was coming
out of the 1990s politicization of everyday moments and ges-
tures in an art context. That was powerful to me. To see how
various gestures in socially determined spaces recontextual-
ized really had a different power and impact. It makes the
viewer very aware of its construction. That was the genesis
of questioning: What are the determined spaces we inhabit
and what are the gestures within that space?

In the early days for me, it was integral to think about
creating a disruption in a space. The New Humans perfor-
mances were rooted in the ethos of noise music, which draws
on negation and refusal, in opposition to the context of
aesthetics, audience, and site of performance. Being visible
as an Asian woman foregrounded in these performances put me
at odds with determined expectations and spaces where I°m
not supposed to be, where a certain type of person or action
is not expected to appear.

The performances came out of working through a lot
of minimalist tropes—visual and musical-by breaking their
formalisms and repurposing them for other functions that
involved people and actions. For example, DISASSOCIATE was
an installation of modular paintings configured as a record-
ing studio space in which paintings were relegated to act
as wall barriers for performances and music production. The
performances and events were not theatrical or oriented as
a tableau for the viewer. Much of it was obscured in service
of the actual recording function of the space and the inter-
action of the performers. Those performances were meant to
demonstrate the usage of artwork, to be the site of produc-
tion versus a discrete finished artwork. The beginning and
the end of the artwork was undefined. DISASSOCIATE was about
ongoing process rather than defined states and modes of
encounter. So yes, with these projects there is a heightened
constructivist awareness of infrastructure and us together.

back to the nineties and Byron Kim’s minimal-

skin color as an abstract, yet clear-cut visual

ion of identity, but what you’re doing seems to

ite, a more affective approach. There’s no obvi-

to identity, but rather an uncanny awareness

ighting the cursory, the disruptions in noise

bing the foundations of agency and intention

priating the language of film production and

MT:

I think my predecessors necessarily experimented with
abstraction within a very specific dialectic with repre-
sentations of identity. I wanted to pull the camera back
to expose this as an untenable construction by repurposing
these inherited structures and creating ruptures.

In the early performance-based works, I worked through
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I still feel that I’m a child of the eighties.
Especially in regard to my connection with Japan, because
when I was a kid, we’d spend the summertime there with my
grandparents.

’s how we became bilingual.

MT: I think these multiple perspectives in terms of history,
geography, and languages are important to figuring out how
we can be in a shared world as individuals—in the same way
that a performance or installation can generate these view-
points.

also reminds me of third-wave feminism and the
of determined categories of identity and mar-

MT: Related to poststructural feminism and to Butler’s politics
of the performative in the public sphere, I’ve been think-
ing a lot about Hannah Arendt and her concept of “space of
appearance,” which has to do with visibility, action, and
freedom. I°m interested in forms of agency and self-deter-
mination in terms of how we can choose to appear to others
(and disappear). While the work is evolving and in many ways
becoming more abstract, the main themes are all still inter-
connected—the duality between the undetermined and the iden-
tified, control and freedom, the two sides of a coin.

t this concept of the “space of appearance.”

other degrees or thresholds of the term, like

chtung (or “clearing”) an ontological emer-

, as opposed to an epistemological inquiry

ur early practice. Before there was a more

hetic with the reconfigured panels, per-

ise, arising out of regulatory systems and

nstitutions via ergonomic design and built

ut now, your work has gotten much tighter.

ndt’s appearance as a spatial mode of expe-

ation of agency also relates to the notion of

y philosopher Yujiro Nakamura (1925-2017) who
in four ways in his book Common Sense (1979).

n ontological grounding; the second is somatic,

third is symbolic, and the final is discursive.
all of these in your practice. For Nakamura,

the unconscious and the native environment

er, and these elements come into play in your
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mood and sentiment data as transformative
1” the effects of the political climate as
of appearance.

In our current moment, in which capitalism has appropriated
the intangibles of our inner life (i.e. affect, subjec-
tive information, and emotion now used as raw material and
data), maybe we can locate agency in the freedom of disclo-
sure and right to opacity—to be seen on our own terms. This
also links up to current social issues such as representa-
tion, identity, and even privacy today. I try to heighten
the awareness of this immaterial economy and its production
in my work through the images, material, and spatialities it
conjures. For instance, the PRANAYAMA series are sculptures
punctured with holes to expose an implied internal space to
external flows.

AYAMA sculptures operate in terms of control and energy?

The title PRANAYAMA draws on the ayurvedic practice of con-
trolling the breath or life energy. The works in the series
have been made of various solid materials which are perfo-
rated with bronze Jacuzzi jet nozzles in the pattern of an
acupuncture diagram, evoking a release of air or energy. The
nozzles represent this pressure to regulate and reform the
body. The materials have included walnut, black marble, and
most recently rose quartz. For this most recent PRANAYAMA
(MONOLITH, ROSE QUARTZ), I selected rose quartz as the mate-
rial for its ability to transform bodily energy, generate
electricity, and regulate time keeping.

opomorphic to me.

Very anthropomorphic for sure. It’s soothing and violent at
the same time.

jet nozzles could be gunshots.

You can imagine the piercing feeling of an acupuncture nee-
dle hitting a pressure point and accessing some internal
@iliFEulEg

(MANU DEXTRA SINISTRA) (2017), you had

ssure points of a pair of hands on the wall,
nozzles in PRANAYAMA series correlate with a
f the body?

For the rose quartz PRANAYAMA, I used the head as it is a
microcosm of the body mapped as points on the head. I am
linking acupuncture, an ancient practice, to a technology
that penetrates your psyche, one’s mind becoming a new zone
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Evolution of an Acoustic Portrait
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the machines and production sites, including some of the
new tech industrial sites like data centers. While it seems
we’re accelerating towards total dematerialization and dig-
ital life, there are still these obvious physical or bodily
experiences of the world. Life still has physicality.

TIVE ENTROPY address the preservation of human
t of machine errors, i.e., checking and repair-

errors in blankets?

MT:

I°m interested in the thing that’s hidden, that’s invisible.
This includes the human hand and people (operators, tech-
nicians, translators) involved in the production process.
That is why I refer to NEGATIVE ENTROPY as portraits because
materially it is a rendering of the site, labor, technology,
and individuals involved in its production. It compresses
something like a recording studio and film set into an image
and fabric.

When I started thinking about the next body of work, I
went to Japan to find more types of weaving facilities, both
ancient and modern. And in that research, I learned that
Toyota started as a loom manufacturer—they invented the
first automatic loom in the 1920s. Before automation, people
had to actually hand-shuttle the loom with several workers
at each machine. The idea of automation (jidoka) that was
fundamental to Japan’s industrial development was really
developed from Toyota’s loom technology.

They were able to expand beyond looms because all of it
was centered around the Toyota production system which was
a Taylorist management philosophy. In the 1980s, Toyota was
focused on this idea of automation with a “human touch,”
which at first sounds humanist but it is really about the
integration of workers into the machinic assembly line. On
my tour of the facility at a Toyota car plant, they were
singing the praises of automation and the choreography
between the workers and the robots to make these cars with
maximized efficiency and lowest loss of materials. What
struck me was the cacophony of the assembly line filled
with not only machine sounds but also a mashup of recogniz-
able songs “Happy Birthday,” “Fir Elise,” “Mary Had a Little
Lamb,” all playing simultaneously to alert workers of prob-
lems occurring in real time. Specific songs would signal
that there was an error with a robot in a particular sec-
tion. The workers were conditioned to aid the robot instead
of robots helping people. This goes against the utopian
idea that automation will free us to pursue meaningful life
activities, including contemplation as Arendt puts it.

If the first body of work was about this shift from
the industrial economy to information technology, and the
question of human presence, it was also about what’s made
visible and what is obscured in our humanity. The slogan
“automation with a human touch” inspired the idea to visit
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holistic and Ayurvedic medicine into my daily
er to sustain my productivity.
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ested in preserving her voice as a symbolic

I am interested in agents of transformation and with the
portrait of Kazue it was about her role as a cultural and
language translator. Also, I was thinking about how language
or information literally passed through people, like a con-
duit. On the other hand, with the recordings from Seishoji
for instance, it represents a harnessing of human energy and
the power to mediate things in the world.

I think that actually segues well into HUMAN SYNTH or even
the NEW HUMANS piece at the Okayama Art Summit in 2019 that
use algorithms and machine learning to process real-time
sentiment data and user profiles. Thinking about the psycho-
graphic analysis of millions of users by Cambridge Analytica
or the algorithmic social media bubbles that silo people,
I°m interested in what can be known about us and the type of
subject positions and affective energies that are extracted
to reproduce this current system. It touches back again to
the °90s thinking of identities and what is captured.

With these digital works, I use similar tools but
instead make them create emergent things instead of rein-
forcing existing categories and knowledge. In HUMAN SYNTH,
sentiment is distilled by algorithms that are processing
real-time social media feeds and then predicting future
moods using natural language processing. It is literally
generating new text that have emotional valences that are
then visualized as light or smoke in these works.

The NEW HUMANS piece uses machine learning to constantly
mutate rather than converge or normalize like usual algo-
rithms. It’s synthesizing human profiles using data from a
dating app and biometrics and genomic data from health and
fitness startup companies. The algorithm creates unlikely
identity combinations and discovers new affinities between
them—it’s reconfiguring and reshuffling these identities to
form possible communities. The process looks like a morph-
ing, swarming mass that never reaches permanent stasis. This
looks like an undulating black pond of magnetic ferrofluid.
In a way, it goes back to this notion of the primordial
emergence of life. New alien life emerges from a black liq-
uid abyss.
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f Okazaki refers to the three-body problem
mechanics, where the three different bodies
on, and earth, orbit continuously, and how
ues to change based on those various rela-
elieve your installations also operate based
body problem. The interrelationships between
d then putting that in relation to PRANAYAMA
NEGATIVE ENTROPY are as affective and power-
dividual work itself. Also, there are unex-
etic elements that function as disruptions
se in PSYCHOGRAPHICS (2019), as much as the
ists in some of your earliest installations.

Whenever I put together an exhibition, I really think about
what will be the “third” element? I remember this phrase
that Vito Acconci always said: one is solo, two is a couple,
and the third person starts an argument. I’m always think-
ing about disruption, for instance what I was saying ear-
lier about change of context: the feeling of something being
where it shouldn’t be.

With the incense, I’m trying to connect HUMAN SYNTH
and digital smoke with something actually burning. It is
another way we can sense changing states. In the video, what
was being burned was really people’s emotions used to power
a digital smoke animation. Incense burning is an ancient
technology that was used for smoke reading and divination. I
wanted this to be the first encounter for visitors. You go
into the show and you sense something burning.

liarity of those smells brought me back to
aditional homes and temples in Japan.

For that incense, I made a formula that incorporated tra-
ditional materials used for ancient capnomancy, the ritual
of reading smoke to interpret the future. My added secret
ingredient was psychotropic mushrooms to signal envisioning
completely new possibilities. The incense in the exhibi-
tion was linked to both HUMAN SYNTH and the burned PRANAYAMA
(MONOLITH), which was blackened with Japanese shou sugi ban
technique. Counterintuitively, this method is a way to pre-
serve wood by burning it just before the point of destroying
it. The PSYCHO GRAPHICS show was all about burning—what new
spring growth emerges after scorched earth..



