Don't Follow the Wind:
Activating Imagination as a Solution for Future
Art does not have a fixed definition, and could be associated with many other concepts:
creativity, visuals, representation, interpretation, aesthetics, and imagination, for example. The
relationship between art and imagination is rather complex. From the phenomenological point of
view, Julian Jansen explains that imagination “address[es] the creative power of imagining as the
capacity to become conscious of or conjure up absent or nonexisting objects and events” and
continues that “[b]eing conscious of objects that are not currently perceptually available…and
symbolically, analogically, or pictorially seeing something as something else—these are all
considered modes of imagining, and all of them are central to aesthetic experience and to the
production and appreciation of art.”1 Although it is very complicated to explicate this
relationship, the only thing that is certain is that art and imagination are inseparable. Art needs
imagination. A Japanese art collective, Chim-Pom shed light on this basic understanding and put
it in a different perspective when they launched an inaccessible exhibition inside the Fukushima
Exclusion Zone on March 11, 2015, exactly four years after Japan’s 3.11 disaster. On March 11,
2011, a 9.0 magnitude earthquake hit the Tohoku region, the northern east part of Japan, causing
a massive tsunami and leaving almost 20,000 people dead. The earthquake and tsunami also
resulted in the catastrophic reactor meltdown at the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant,
which led to the release of radioactive isotopes and thus the drastic increase in radiation levels
three times as high as normalcy in the area. With as many as 156,000 people affected, the
government forced the residents within 20 km of the power plant to evacuate, leaving their
houses and belongings behind. The area immediately turned into a ghost town. In response to
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such circumstances, Chim-Pom initiated the exhibition called Don't Follow the Wind2 with three
curators, Jason Waite, Kenji Kubota and Eva & Franco Mattes, and invited twelve international
artists to participate. Even though the exhibition has officially started on the day, nobody knows
when it will become open to the public. People do not have an access to it until the radiation is
dispersed and the authorities lift the exclusion zone, which will take years. By setting up the
exhibition inside an inaccessible area, the curators seem to play with two different dichotomies—
accessibility/inaccessibility and visibility/non-visibility. DFW is neither accessible nor visible,
and therefore a particular viewership has been generated through two “satellite” exhibitions in
Tokyo and Sydney that operated as mediations. By examining the functions of art and exhibition
in the context of space and putting these mediations into conversation with each other, we can
comprehend that the curators attempted to evoke and maximize our imagination to make up the
absence of the exhibition.
In the process of making DFW, some of the curators and participating artists actually
went inside the exclusion zone to find exhibiting space and to install their works, exposing
themselves to the high radiation, risking their own health. They were able to use a private house,
a farm, a warehouse, and a recreation center as exhibition sites after negotiating with local
people. Chim-Pom recalls this process and points out that it was a network of people that enabled
DFW to come into being. The local people were all willing to have them use their space for free
without a fixed-term and gave them the granted access to the otherwise off-limits exclusion zone
to set up the exhibition. Because the locals felt frustrated with the government’s slow
correspondence and uncertainty of their own situation, most of them were eager to contribute to
something that would draw more attention from people outside the zone. Their biggest fear was
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that people might eventually lose attention and forget what had happened to the place and
residents.3 DFW was named after a fisherman’s word when he told the curators that he had not
known which direction to evacuate due to the limited information the government had released at
the time. But his friend had advised him to go in the opposite direction to the wind because the
wind contained nuclear fallout materials. Taro Nettleton also points out that the title “relates
metaphorically to the words for ‘rumour’ (

and ‘weathering’

which in kanji

(Chinese characters used in the modern Japanese writing system) both incorporate the character
for ‘wind’ (

).”4 The exhibition title, therefore, has a double meaning that expresses the

inaccessibility of information and the residents’ fear of weathering of the disaster. DFW was
built upon a hope of the locals that it would bring people’s attention as an unconventional,
inaccessible, and somewhat controversial exhibition so that the disaster will be remembered for
the future.
When the exhibition was inaugurated, it definitely attracted interest from both inside and
outside Japan, receiving a lot of media coverage; however, the curators actively took control of
what to reveal to the public and what to leave confidential. For instance, they announced that
they had turned one of the private houses inside the zone into an exhibition site but did not reveal
its exact location. That means, even if people acquired a permission to enter the exclusion zone,
they would still virtually have no access to the exhibition. The only clue to find the sites is to
find a flag of the exhibition (Fig.1). The curators printed an official logo of the exhibition on a
transparent flag and put it up at the sites where the artworks were being showcased. Because the
flag is transparent, people can see it only through its reflection on the ground. By so doing, the
3 Chim-Pom, “Round-table Discussion with the Curators,” in Don't Follow the Wind: Tenrankai Koshiki
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curators enforce inaccessibility by limiting the visibility of the only visible object from the
outside. In similar fashion, no information can be found on their exhibition website. The website
is just a white blank page with audio clips of the curators and participating artists explaining the
concepts of the exhibition. Needless to say, they do not tell where those sites are located or what
kinds of artworks are being displayed. They explain that this white blank screen is the ultimate
flatness that is meant to reflect what the viewer bears in mind, turning into anything.5 When we
look closer at the tab of the page, we see the logo as an icon. Here the curators likewise play with
nonvisibility of the only accessible thing from the public. What we are seeing leaps beyond our
visual perception, generates abstract ideas which cannot be physically grasped, and activates our
imagination. We can say the same in DFW because inaccessibility and nonvisibility intertwine
together to make the exhibition impossible for people to perceive. As a result, we start seeing the
exhibition as almost like conceptual art.
Nonetheless, we must examine individual works displayed at DFW as well, in order to
understand the function of this exhibition-art, as long as DFW is called an art exhibition.
Although there is limited information about the exhibited artworks, many journalists’ online
reviews along with an official exhibition catalog give us a glimpse of what is happening inside.
Among the twelve artists who participated in DFW are Ai Weiwei, Miyanaga Aiko, Chim-Pom,
Grand Guignol Mirai, Nikolaus Hirsch and Jorge Otero-Pailos, Kota Takeuchi6, Eva and Franco
Mattes, Meiro Koizumi, Kobuaki Takekawa, Ahmet Ögüt, Trevor Paglen and Taryn Simon. The
exhibition consists of works by those artists from diverse backgrounds: from a publicly wellknown artist like Ai Weiwei to an emerging artist like Ögüt to those who normally work as
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architects like Hirsh and Otero-Pailos. To give an insight into what kinds of artworks are being
showcased, here I mention some examples. Ai Weiwei contributed two projects, A Ray of Hope
and Family Album (Fig. 2). In A Ray of Hope, he installed a solar panel on the roof of a house
and set it up to automatically light the house twice a day, which becomes the only light source in
the abandoned area. For Family Album, he placed twenty-two photographs of his family and staff
that had been taken for over eight years inside the house to mix with the remaining items of the
residents who evacuated.7 In the meantime, Trevor Paglen crated Trinity Cube (Fig. 3) made up
of Trinitite, a glass formed on the surface of the desert during the US’s first atomic bomb test in
New Mexico in 1945, fusing it with glass fragments collected from broken windows in
Fukushima. Trinity Cube gives us an eerie sense of uncertainty and fragility because of its
greenish grey color and the juxtaposition with a big empty surrounding space. It makes us
anxious that it may explode anytime soon. Ahmet Ögüt’s Once Upon a Time Breathing
Apparatus for Breathable Air (Fig.4) incorporates a Level A hazmat suit with a samurai armor
and sits on a black cube place on the ground floor of the house. The combination of Japan’s long
history and recent history of the disaster seems to make an ironic comment. The lack of face, the
vivid light green color of the suit, and the placement of the work make this anthropomorphic
form appear very strange. Eva and Franco Mattes’s Fukushima Texture Pack as well as Taryn
Simon’s Final Photo can be viewed online. In respective work, Evan and Franco photographed
surfaces inside the zone, distributed those images online available to anyone, and then they kept
track of how people are using those images for their own use; on the other hand, Simon created
the online database of the images shared by Fukushima residents before the disaster happened.

Although these are stated as Ai Weiwei’s contributions, he did not go inside the exclusion zone to install
them because he was under arrest. Chim-Pom did it on behalf of Weiwei.
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As such, despite their diverse backgrounds, every artist deals with the sensitive topics of
the nuclear power and the intangible situation in Fukushima in their own way. Reflecting the
selection process of the artists, Waite describes what those twelve artists have in common is that
they emphasize the importance of a society and social nature through art making.8 Moreover, all
these artworks are trapped inside the exclusion zone and “left untouched, to change with the
passage of time.”9 In other words, they will continue to be exposed to high radiation and forced
to alter their original forms over the course of years until the radiation is dispersed. As time goes
by, the artworks change, corresponding to the environment they are in. In this scenario, the
individual artworks and the surrounding space merge together into a single whole. Therefore, as
important as to take each individual work into an account, we have to look at the exhibition as a
whole in relation to the sites where the exhibition is located so as to gain a deeper understanding
of the exhibition concept.
Before we get into the discussion, we much ask the question: how do we understand
DFW as an exhibition if it breaks every convention of what an art exhibition used to be. There is
no direct interaction between artworks and the viewer. In order to answer this question, instead
of recognizing the individual artworks and the exhibition separately, we must acknowledge that
DFW is not a mere space to house a collection of individual art objects but it itself is a medium
or a concept, as noted above. In fact, Chim-Pom considers this exhibition not as a visual activism
or a street art, but as a conceptual art.10 “What does it mean to shift attention from objects to
exhibitions?” asks, Elena Filipovic in her talk “When Exhibition Becomes a Form.” She indeed
8 Jason Waite, “Invisible Help for the Future” in Don't Follow the Wind: Tenrankai Koshiki Katarogu,
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mentions that “our theoretical and historical notions of that thing we call an ‘exhibition’ have
been transformed in the 20th century” and she suggests we should think of an exhibition as an art
object.11 Also, “[T]he artist who functions as curator, temporarily shifts his/her attention from
making work with raw materials to exhibition-making, often with and through the use of the
work of other artists. The artist-curator undoubtedly brings their experience as a maker (the
manipulator or mediator of materials to their own end and in accordance with their own ideas) to
the process of curating an exhibition.”12 In DFW, as the curators like Chim-Pom and Eva &
Franco Mattes contributed to the exhibition also as artists at the same time, the exhibition can
function as an artwork; more specifically, a conceptual art. Since the artworks and the exhibition
both share the same space that is not publicly accessible, it is expected to consolidate and
imagine these two as one entity.
Historically speaking, however, it was not the case. When people wished to look at art,
their destination was usually a museum or a gallery. Artworks and museums had always been
separate existences and it was our notion that art objects belonged to institutional space; at least
it had been regarded as such till the 1960s when several artists began claiming so-called
institutional critique. It is “an artistic practice that reflects critically on its own housing in
galleries and museums and on the concept and social function of art itself…driven by the social
upheaval of the time and enabled by the tools and techniques of conceptual art.”13 In other words,
this was the moment when the boundaries between art and its surrounding space started being
blurred. People started taking art outside the museum space, which made the space surrounding
Elena Filipovic, When Exhibition becomes a Form, talk at Migros Museum fuer Gegenwartskunst,
Distributed by Dorothee Richter, 2016.
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artworks become a part of art itself and accessible to the mass. It also reduced elitism that
surrounded art. DFW expands institutional critique a step further by questioning art and its
surrounding space in relation to an inaccessible site. According to Noi Sawaragi, an exhibition
and an exhibiting site are usually matched in a normal art exhibition. The site is open when the
exhibition starts, and the site is closed when the exhibition ends. Yet DFW is an exception to this
principle.14 Similarly, the tension between public and private space also plays a key role in the
exhibition; the exhibition is using a private house, although the area where this house is located
is publicly controlled. So what would happen to the exhibition once the exclusion zone is lifted
and residents are allowed to go back and resume their lives? Will the exhibition still be running?
We cannot dismiss the possibility that this tension will shift once the exhibition is finally open to
the public. However, as long as the exhibition still remains inaccessible, it is important to focus
on the viewership DFW provides from the inaccessible area with limited visibility because it
completely deviates from any other art exhibition that has ever existed.
The viewership certainly exists in this exhibition, yet not much information is presented
in front of the viewer; that is, DFWd is the exhibition about absence. The curators have achieved
the absence by placing the exhibits inside the inaccessible zone and limiting visibility as much as
possible. Not only are we physically limited to experience the exhibition, but also visually
limited to grasp the whole figure. According to Edmund Husserl, one of the most distinctive
features of imagination is that “the rejection of ‘image theories,’ that is, theories that construe
imagination as involving the generation and manipulation of ‘internal’ images. ”15 Husserl insists
that the denial of a direct interaction with external objects evokes our imagination. Referring to
14 Noi Suwaragi, “Art and Radiation: Telos and Entelecheia” in Don't Follow the Wind: Tenrankai Koshiki
Katarogu, (Tokyo: Kawade Shobo Shinsha, 2015), 79-81.
15 Julian Jansen, “Phenomenological Account,” in Encyclopedia of Aesthetics, ed. Michael Kelly (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2014).

DFW, Elena Giulia Abbiatici also writes, “The subtraction of the figure means a reawakening of
imagination, a re-education in ‘controlling one’s interior vision without subjugating it.”16 Yet,
Taro Nettleton provides us with a different perspective, focusing more on presence and aura of
the artworks, when he says, “Unviewed works cannot be phenomenologically experienced. They
remain information…In their current inaccessibility, I think we need to admit that the artworks’
power is discursively produced. This is precisely why the exhibition remains powerful despite its
very-table absence.”17 Nettleton acknowledges the physical absence and absence of a direct
experience in the exhibition, but asserts that there is a presence of power of the artworks, which I
think explains why the viewership can exist in DFW. This power of the artworks exists inside
our imagination. All in all, we all agree that the absence reinforces us to maximize our
imagination. In fact, the curators define DFW as an exhibition viewable through people’s
imagination until the authorities lift the exclusion zone in the exhibition statement.18 As a way to
help us enhance our imagination, later the curators opened two related shows, which they called
“satellite exhibitions,” temporarily in Tokyo and Sydney, while DFW inside Fukushima
Exclusion Zone was still running.
Almost six months after the opening of the exhibition in the exclusion zone on September
19, 2016, the curators and participating artists held DFW: Non-Visitor Center in Watari Museum
of Contemporary Art in Tokyo for seven weeks, where people actually paid money to visit and
had a glimpse of what was going on inside the inaccessible exhibition. Non-Visitor Center
consisted of three floors, and showcased a surveillance video, production documentaries, replicas
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and photographs of the artworks from the main exhibition. On the first floor was a big projector
screen which played the audio clip from the exhibition website and a live-streaming video from
inside the exclusion zone, showing a completely dormant, silent and abandoned area.
Interpretation Station (Fig.5) was located on the second floor where the visitor could peek at
displayed objects and videos through a glass wall. The contributions to this exhibition, just to
name a few, included a video showing Ögüt testing the Level A hazmat suit with a samurai
armor by swimming and bicycling inside the exclusion zone, a photograph of Paglen’s Trinity
Cube, Meiro Koizumi’s Home—another video of a former Futaba resident having an imaginary
conversation with his wife without audio. From the second floor to the third floor, where
Transmission Area was, the visitor was supposed to climb up the scaffolding to see the film
22:19:43-23:04:20 directed by Sion Sono that documented the curators’ conversation between
Tokyo, Milan, and Berlin.19 As such, in Non-Visitor Center, the visitor had artworks physically
presented in front of them, different from the main exhibition where the physical objects are
nonvisible. However, a direct interaction between the visitor and the artworks was again
interrupted by the glass wall, which caused the viewer some frustration.
Moreover, the idea of Non-Visitor Center derived from a visitor center, which tourists
often stop by to see the overview of the site. Yet, here the curators denied and flipped over an
existing concept of visitor center by adding Non- to it. Stuart Munro argues, “a show this
sensitive could easily have been mistaken for a comprehensive overview of Don't Follow the
Wind…Instead Non-Visitor Center outlined the former exhibition by sharing the idea that the
threat of radiation is far more dangerous than radiation itself, and impossible to truly register.”20
Non-Visitor Center was meant to be a fragmentary exhibition, rather than the complete
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representation of the main exhibition. Similar to the main exhibition, the curators were
deliberately manipulating what made it accessible and what kept inaccessible to the public as
well as the visibility of the artworks exhibited inside the Fukushima Exclusion Zone. Yet a
different viewership from one in DFW was created because the curators opened Non-Visitor
Center in order to enhance our imagination toward the main exhibition.
In a way, DFW was an independent exhibition, whereas Non-Visitor Center was more
relational and dependent on the main exhibition. There was definitely an increase in visibility
because the whole purpose of this exhibition was to present fragments from DFW, though there
was still a distance between the physical works and the visitor. However, I think Holmberg
misses a point because Non-Visitor Center was to be understood as a mediator of or an accessory
to the main exhibition, not as an exhibition that stands by itself. Munro adds, “The detachment of
both television and the computer screen and seeing the artworks from behind glass alluded to
swapping one reality for another, making it difficult to fully engage with the exhibition beyond
the Museum…The whole of the WATARI-UM Museum became the type of waiting room or
departure lounge that highlighted the frustration of being so close and yet so far from the real
work itself.”21 Even though I agree with Munro that we must understand the frustration of the
visitor, I would argue that the frustration was part of it.
Whether Non-Visitor Center was effective in conveying the concept of the main
exhibition or not, it was the notion of distance between the exclusion zone and the physical space
where the viewer was that Non-Visitor Center was trying to remind us of. In regards to the
invisible threat of radiation, one of the visitors commented that she felt the stronger sense of
separation between Fukushima and where she was physically located. The exhibition enabled her
to mirror the frustration of not being able to come closer to the artworks with the frustration of
21
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former Fukushima residents who have not been able to go back home or not been able to attain
sufficient information from the government. When talking about the absence of the physical in
DFW, Abbiatict describes, “By denying us images, Don't Follow the Wind seeks to salvage the
human ability to ‘evoke images in absence’ to ‘focus on images with closed eyes’ in a society
inundated with prefabricated images where direct experience becomes confused with media
experience and where mass surveillance drives the appeal for invisibility.”22 That is,
prefabricated images of the disasters are not so authentic because we are not allowed to
physically go into the area and have a direct experience. Images of the disasters sometimes make
it hard for us to realize that it is real and the oversaturation of those images makes us numbed
and less alert. As a result, our imagination is weakened. This is the problem Fukushima is facing
and what the former residents are fearful of—people become less conscious about what
happened and is happening in Fukushima. This is why the local people needed DFW because it
aims to keep our imagination active so that we can keep remembering about Fukushima.
Another satellite show, DFW: A Walk in Fukushima (Fig.6) was held at the 20th Biennale
of Sydney. The biennale put up a slogan “The future is already here—it’s just not evenly
distributed,” and the space was “divided into several ‘embassies of thought’—Embassies of the
Real; of Non-Participation; Stanislaw Lem, a loose library of books by the Polish science
function writer organized by artist Heman Chong; of Transition, and of Disappearance—as well
as a latent network of ‘In-between spaces.’”23 DFW: A Walk in Fukushima was shown at the
Embassy of Disappearance inside Carriageworks. In this exhibition, the curators brought the
headsets made by Bontaro Dokuyama’s family, who lived at the boarder of the Fukushima
Exclusion Zone with local materials memorable to each member of the family, and hanged them
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with cables from the ceiling. When the visitors put the headsets on, they could see a sevenminute panoramic film shot in 360 degrees inside the exclusion zone. The idea was similar to the
virtual reality in regards that the viewers were able to explore the imaginary space with their own
will. The headsets facilitated the viewer’s active imagination. Besides the section of the headsets,
the curators installed chairs and tables from the café inside the exclusion zone that was supposed
to have opened in April 8, 2011. In the center of the reconstructed café was a rock of uranium
mined in Australia. Upon researching, the curators found out that it was uranium from Australia
that had melted down at the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant. Okubo reflected in an
interview that he wanted to make a connection between Australia and Fukushima so that people
would feel more relatable to Fukushima’s disaster.24 DFW: A Walk in Fukushima did not only
provide the visitors with an individual space to immerse themselves in the imaginary
inaccessible, but also made a stronger connection between the present site where they physically
were and this site where their perception was.
A Walk in Fukushima experimented another kind of viewership in relation to the main
exhibition, different from one at Non-Visitor Center. Compared to Non-Visitor Center, A Walk in
Fukushima was not as dependent on the main exhibition because it did not integrate any of the
exhibited artworks nor even refer them. It could have been seen as an exhibition about
Fukushima without the context of DFW (with an exception of its title) since there was indeed a
direct interaction between the viewer and the physical objects, the furniture pieces from the
exclusion zone. The viewer’ perception could go back and forth between the present space and
the exclusion zone, whereas the body stayed at the same place. In this sense, the viewers started
entering their own imagination with aid of the virtual reality. “[T]he intensity of ‘simulacra’
makes impossible the distinction between the actual and the virtual, or the real and the fictional,
24
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with far-reaching and alarming political consequences.”25 Seemingly, this hyperreality is what A
Walk in Fukushima was experimenting through the use of virtual reality. However, “The
surrogate of the Exclusion Zone at Carriageworks doesn't simulate the experience of walking
though a radioactive neighborhood; it isn’t meant to.”26 Jean Baudrillard explains that simulation
is “no longer that of a territory, a referential being, or a substance, It is the generation by models
of a real without origin or reality.”27 Imagination is based on the reality—the reality that DFW
exists inside the Fukushima Exclusion Zone. For this reason, our imagination can generate the
power of the artworks and therefore the viewership comes into being. A Walk in Fukushima
captured the concept of imagination from a different angle than Non-Visitor Center where
imagination was attained through the limited visibility and accessibility.
Overall, DFW is a multifaceted art exhibition that brings up many discussions about
space and imagination artists have long been engaged with since the 1960s when Conceptualism
found a spot in art. The curators held two satellite exhibitions —Non-Visitor Center and A Walk
in Fukushima—that functioned as mediators of the main exhibition that is not accessible or
visible to the public. These exhibitions established the different kinds of viewership by
experimenting different visibility and accessibility in order to emphasize the importance of
utilizing our imagination. This is a reminder of the essential practice in art. Ever since March 11,
2011, many artists have attempted yet struggled to translate what had happened in the Tohoku
region into their artworks and questioned the power of art. What could art do in the face of
natural disasters or the disaster human beings had created? DFW seems to respond to this
Julian Jansen, “Phenomenological Account,” in Encyclopedia of Aesthetics, ed. Michael Kelly (Oxford:
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question by creating an art exhibition that makes the “unimaginable” disaster imaginable, or at
least having people make effort to imagine and remember it. In consequence, memory of the
disaster could remain for the future and not be forgotten. It may not be so apparent but, in the
long run, art can indeed bring a positive change in the future.
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(Fig.1) Don’t Follow the Wind’s official logo printed on a transparent flag designed by Naohiro
Ukawa with first viewers inside the Fukushima Exclusion Zone, 2015.

(Fig.2) Ai Weiwei, Family Album, 22 framed photos placed in houses in the Fukushima
Exclusion Zone, 2015.

(Fig.3) Trevor Paglen, Trinity Cube, irradiated glass from Fukushima Exclusion Zone and
Trinitite, 20x20x20cm, inside Fukushima Exclusion Zone, 2015.

(Fig.4) Ahmet Ögüt, Once Upon a Time Breathing Apparatus for Breathable Air, modified
samurai radiation protection armor, installation photographs by Kenji Morita, inside the
Fukushima Exclusion Zone, 2015.

(Fig.5) Don't Follow the Wind: Non-Visitor Center, scaffolding for viewing Interpretation
Center, installation view at Watari Museum of Contemporary Art, photograph by Kenji Morita,
2015.

(Fig.6) Don’t Follow The Wind: A Walk in Fukushima, 360 degree video, headsets, cafe furniture
from Fukushima, Australian uranium, maps, installation commissioned by the 20th Biennale of
Sydney, view at Carriageworks, 2016.

