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bronze as Bronze

It is a great honour to have been asked to write the introduction to this catalogue of Koji
Hatakeyama’s exhibition at Nakacho Konishi, a gallery | have known and had enormous respect for
since its establishment in 2008.

| first encountered Hatakeyama’s work in 1994 when | was visiting galleries in Tokyo in search of
works for potential inclusion in an exhibition on which | was then working. Entitled Japanese Studio
Crafts: Tradition and the Avant-Garde, the exhibition was held at the Victoria and Albert Museum
(V&A) in the summer of 1995. At the recommendation of a curator at the Crafts Gallery of the Tokyo
National Museum of Modern Art, | went to the Miharudo Gallery in Mejiro, where | spent a very
productive afternoon with its owner.

Among the works | purchased that day was a cast bronze box from Hatakeyama'’s solo exhibition held
at the gallery the previous year. What a strange and wonderful piece, | remember thinking, my
excitement rising further when | opened the box and saw that its interior was completely covered in
gold foil. The impact was instantaneous. | felt as if an otherworldly force was drawing me inexorably
into the mystical emptiness of a glowing void. Glimpsing nirvana or awakening to a spiritual truth is
precisely what Hatakeyama has always wanted viewers to experience.

The box is entitled Doing Little and belongs to a series of upright cuboid forms with upper and lower
halves of equal height that Hatakeyama made in the mid-1990s. As | learnt from his retrospective
exhibition held at Tokyo’s Musée Tomo in 2022, this group of works marked the beginning of his
enduring fascination with casting boxes in bronze. This was followed shortly afterwards by the start
of his use of patination, for which he is now renowned all over the world.

| met Hatakeyama in person for the first time in 1995 when he came to London for the opening of
Japanese Studio Crafts. | have kept up with him over the years, meeting him on many occasions in
Japan and the UK. In January 2017 my wife and | visited his studio in Takaoka. Experiencing a studio
first-hand reinforces the personal rapport one has with an artist as well as increasing, in sometimes
unexpected ways, one’s understanding of what they make. It is something very special, and so it was
on this occasion.

Because Hatakeyama uses the sand casting method, the floor of his studio is thickly covered with a
mixture of sand and clay. Although this is not unusual for a metal casting workshop, even now | find
it difficult to grasp that for nearly 40 years he has created most of his astonishing body of work in
such an environment. Hearing him explain during our visit the methods he uses, and has in many
cases invented, to patinate his works confirmed what | have always thought about him being a latter-
day alchemist.

The exhibition at Nakacho Konishi may surprise enthusiasts of Hatakeyama’s work. There are no
boxes, no lids, no angles or flat planes, no fiery reds, rich greens or intense blacks, no swirling
patterns. Instead there is a majestic array of solemn, open vessel forms varying in shape from flat to
round to tall and upright. They range in size from items to be cupped in the hands to massive bowls
and platters that speak of feasting and ritual.

Other than three smallish dark grey to black bowls cast in cupro-nickel, everything is made from
bronze. Due to minimal intervention following casting, the vessel surfaces are textured with
striations evidencing the use of rotating metal templates to shape the clay-sand moulds in which
they were cast. Other markings resulting from impurities in the bronze and sometimes the clay-sand
casting mix add to the landscape effect, as do markings caused by chance fissuring of the surfaces of



the moulds. The smoothness typical of the carefully finished surfaces of Hatakeyama’s geometrical
boxes is nowhere to be seen. Rawness and immediacy prevail. Chance and accident are embraced.

By way of surface treatment, gold foil is used on four bowls, but on inside and outside in only one
case. There is patination of the verdigris (rokushé) type, but not of any other kind. This is used
relatively sparingly, usually on one surface only and in many cases not at all. This variation in the
deployment of verdigris adds a touch of musicality to groups of vessels clustered together. It also
reflects Hatakeyama'’s interest in how his works resonate within specific spaces and environments.
Pieces of the same shape and size will infuse their surroundings with different atmospheres
depending on whether and how their surfaces have been treated.

That there might not be any boxes in this exhibition was signalled obliquely at the end of
Hatakeyama’s 2022 Musée Tomo retrospective. The final work was an enormous bowl of the same
dimensions as no. 24 in this exhibition, also with walls astonishingly a mere four millimetres thick. It
was shown in front of a large conical form dating from 2008 of which there was another example in
the exhibition’s mainly chronological arrangement of Hatakeyama’s work. The message was that he
had begun to explore again the possibilities of an alternative mode of expression he had first
experimented with nearly 15 years previously.

The English title of the exhibition, bronze as Bronze with a small ‘b’ and capital ‘B’, is a translation of
the Japanese seido de aru koto, which literally means ‘the state of being bronze’ or ‘bronzehood’.
With bronze implying works made of bronze and Bronze implying Bronzehood, the English tries to
capture Hatakeyama'’s view of his creative mission as being to engage with the ‘consciousness of
bronze’ and thereby reveal, through dialogue, its intrinsic characteristics. In practical terms this has
meant constant experimentation to find out how bronze responds to different treatments and to
explore these further if the results look promising. The ‘consciousness of bronze” means more to
Hatakeyama than simply its materiality, however. It also concerns memory, the idea that bronze is of
itself an embodiment of the 5000 year long history of its use for making utilitarian, ritualistic and
many other types of artefact by different civilisations across the globe. In a statement for an
exhibition in London in 2015 Hatakeyama wrote:

Every material has a latent consciousness
| sense this each time | start to make something

If bronze does have its own consciousness
| want to try drawing it out

Bronze casting is about pouring molten metal into a mould
But it is also me pouring in my consciousness

My consciousness mingles with that of bronze
And something emerges as a result

A brief look at Hatakeyama’s CV and the enormous number of solo and group exhibitions in which he
has been involved is indicative of how immensely hard-working and productive he has been over the
years. For most of his career he has focused on his own work and the large number of architectural
commissions that have come his way. From 2017 to 2022 he taught at Kanazawa College of Art as
Professor of Metal Casting in the Department of Craft. Since retiring from this position he has begun
to reflect on his career and, as is the case with the works in this exhibition, to revisit interests he
pursued or began experimenting with in the past.



As well as being very hard-working, Hatakeyama has always been fiercely independent and
forthright, if asked, in expressing his opinions. He has never been formally associated with any of the
substantial number of organisations that exist in Japan in the fields of art, craft and design. He is
wary of how these sometimes operate as mutual support groups that can involve their members in
social relationships demanding of self-compromise.

Starting in 1988-1989, when he showed his work in Germany, the UK and France, he has been one of
relatively few Japanese craft practitioners, especially metalwork artists, to actively pursue exhibition
careers outside Japan. Travelling abroad, often in connection with the showing of his work in Europe,
the USA and Australia, has long been a source of inspiration for him. He aligns himself in terms of
attitudes and values more with the western art world than with that of Japan despite living in his
birth town of Takaoka and maintaining a very active domestic exhibition programme.

The UK, as it happens, is a hotspot for Hatakeyama by way of the number of overseas exhibitions in
which he has been represented. He has several staunch commercial advocates in London and
Edinburgh, from the former of which there was recently the announcement that a piece of his work,
shown by the gallerist Katie Jones Japanese Art, was chosen as the winner of the inaugural Modern &
Contemporary Asian Art Award at the Asian Art in London art fair (19 October — 4 November 2023).

A final point about this exhibition is that Hatakeyama intends it to be a corrective - through the
celebration of clarity of form, abstraction, fortuity and accident - to the recent tendency for
increasing numbers of young Japanese makers to turn to the pursuit of ‘extreme craftsmanship’.

Rupert Faulkner
27 November 2023



