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The Space between Life and Death: On the Sculptures of Maria Murayama

Keisuke Mori

Vangi Sculpture Garden Museum

Maria Murayama is an artist who has great control over the techniques
employed in the ceramic arts and utilizes these techniques to create
sculptures. Murayama has learned the skills for making ceramic art through
her residencies at several institutions that specialize in ceramics, both inside
and outside of Japan. These institutions include the European Ceramic Work
Centre (EKWC) in Holland; the Pottery Workshop in Jingdezhen, China;
and the Shigaraki Ceramic Cultural Park, Japan. The form of Murayama's
works gives us a glimpse of her unique aesthetics, which are shaped by her
skills. The distinctive golden petals that appear on the surface of her works,
produced by her delicate decorating techniques, exemplify her style. Also,
at the EKWC, she has made bold challenges to the use of 3D printers, which
have recently risen as a technological trend; this demonstrates her eager
approach toward the use of technology.

On a different note, her works sometimes appear to be seeking to
encroach on our dalily lives, given the sense of size exhibited by her pieces,
their execution in the ceramic media, and the techniques used to create
them. Her pieces are so similar to objects in the realm of ordinary living
that they suggest this type of illusion, which is perhaps a result of her use
of ready-made goods, such as pots, coffee cups, and saucers, as the raw
materials. However, she is not limited in using these ready-made goods as
her raw materials, and by making molds and casts of original objects, she
takes actual-size ornaments found in living rooms or daily necessities seen
in kitchens as the key motif of her works. From this, it becomes apparent
that Murayama’s works mimic ready-made goods. As previously pointed out,
Murayama transfers a beautiful brilliance to her works with vivid colors and
textured surfaces, and she makes them mimic the form of daily necessities.
Given this style, it must have taken a certain amount of restraint to confine
her interests to these things in the specific genre of ceramics and its
techniques and functions. Which examples, then, should we consider from
Murayama’s works?

Murayama is a promising artist who, as of 2016, has only been working
for four years since completing her graduate program at Tokyo University of
the Arts. Therefore, while her works have developed through several different
series, it is still possible to assess the gradual progression of her works to
track her continuously progressing thoughts. “The people overlooking it”
series is among her early works, and these works have “person” pieces using
parts of the human body, such as a full-length statue of a woman, arms,
legs, or heads. These pieces also assume the form of ready-made goods,
such as pots and coffee cups, so they are also “object” pieces. In other
words, these works are created by selecting these two different subjects—
person and object pieces—and presenting them together. The main motif
of the former subject is that human identity is found in the relationships
between fellow humans, which are extrinsically determined by the images
projected onto one’s self by other people, and this identity is not something
that is intrinsically formed. One characteristic of this subject is that the pure
white surface of the pieces is fully covered with patterns of flowers, made
using transfer paper and shapes of flowers modeled after manholes in roads
so that it seems like they are multiplying. The pieces in the latter subject, on

the other hand, were unexpectedly fused during production in the kiln, and
a serendipitous cup that was formed then became an idea. Several cups
and saucers were melted together in an overlapping fashion in a very high
temperature; thus, while they are complex in composition, they create a
single combined form. The following commonalities can be seen in the “The
people overlooking it” series: the multi-layered repetitions on the surface of
the images that use the patterns of flowers, pieces originating from handles
attached for function, and the fusion of forms by using chains. This fusion
was aptly pointed out in the title of one of her 2013 pieces called “Chain.”
These commonalities connect each piece to the next, and the pieces have
an organic and supplemental structure that makes it seems as though they
are multiplying. Whether the pieces are human body parts or ready-made
goods, they transcend their ready-made context when Murayama applies
her skilled hands on them. All of these pieces have a form that seems to be
evocative, and they therefore become life-like “things (people or objects).”

The “Stuffed animals” series was started in 2015, and its main motif is
animals. To date, Murayama has created a wide variety of animals, such as
foxes, rabbits, birds, and dogs. However, the most important characteristic
of these pieces is that they do not just portray animals; they are created
by fusing the animal with the pedestal that supports it (made of the same
material). Occasionally, these pedestals use splendid decorations, such as
plants, to create a single scene from a story. For example, “Stuffed animals/
Mouse” (2015) is a piece in which a mouse stands on top of a cup and
fixedly stares in a direction. All the animals in this series are like this mouse,
in that they are intruders into everyday life. In fact, this series was inspired
by an experience when Murayama saw a taxidermy animal as a decoration
in a friend’s house, and in a similar manner, the “Stuffed animals” series has
a unique molding style that connects the animal to the pedestal. Thus, this
series lends a strong feeling of the artist’s gaze at the stuffed animals, whose
purpose is to occupy the sphere of daily life in a similar manner to cups or
saucers.

However, even though the animals were modeled after stuffed versions,
their forms seem strangely alive. This is evident in the mouse captured in the
act of eating and the rabbit depicted in a hopping movement. Another motif,
unique from those discussed so far, is a combination that is seen in “Stuffed
animals.” This combination motif shows animals that have had arrows or
nails stabbed into them, and these pieces take on a fluid form when a liquid
that suggests blood leaks out from the interior to the surface. In other words,
the animals seem to emulate a reversal of the continuity of life—moving from
death to life—which is essentially irreversible, by being stuffed and placed in
living areas after they are dead. In a similar manner, these works are given life
once again by being on the verge of death. Besides their presence in artistic
and living spaces, Murayama’s works definitely exist in the space between
life and death. This is similar to the process of making ceramics, in which
new pieces are created by firing them in flames—an adroit association with
death. The animals were destined to originate from the tangle of death and
life that cannot be separated, and they are suspended in the space between
life and death in appearing to move while being fixed to their pedestals.
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Stuffed animals -Dog and Rabbit
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Stuffed animals -Squirrel and Snake
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Play house
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Doll play
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H20xW13xD15cm

No. 12
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To the wasteland4
2015
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Maria Murayama

1986  Born in Kanagawa, Japan
2010  Graduated from Department of Sculpture, College of Art and Design, Musashino Art University
2012  Completed master’s degree program in Department of Sculpture, Tokyo University of the Arts
Registered as a Research student for one year, Tokyo University of the Arts
2013  Artist in residence, The Shigaraki Ceramic Cultural Park (Shiga)
2014 Artist in residence, The Pottery Workshop (Jingdezhen/China), Lecture at Education cent
2015 Artist in residence, The Shigaraki Ceramic Cultural Park (Shiga)
Artist in residence, European Ceramic Work Centre (Qisterwijk/The Netherlands)

[Solo Exhibitions]
2010  “The people overlooking it” Entrance gallery, Tokyo University of The Arts (Tokyo)
2011 “Vague people” Gallery K (Tokyo)
2012 “Melt away” Gallery K (Tokyo)
“In case of her” H.PFRANCE WINDOW GALLERY MARUNOUCHI (Tokyo)
2013 “I should look for you” FUMA CONTEMPORARY TOKYO, BUNKYO ART (Tokyo)

[Group Exhibitions]
2008 “at random” Musashino Art University (Tokyo)
2009 “Message from body X" Pepper’s Gallery: Tokyo
2010  “Joint Graduation Exhibition of Five Art Universities in Tokyo” The National Art Center, Tokyo (Tokyo)
“Fujisawa past and present Machinaka Art Tour 2010” Kuramae Gallery (Kanagawa)
“Space-time City -Laugh-" Shitaya Shrine (Tokyo)
“Existence” SAKURA Gallery (Tokyo)
2011 “Haiku-Sculpture 2011: International Exhibition for Art Academies”
Kuandu Museum of Fine Arts, Taipei National University of the Arts (Taipei/Taiwan)
“2011 in Japan ISCAEE Symposium” Tokyo University of the Arts (Tokyo)
2012  “Breath of Rebirth” Roppongi Gallery (Tokyo)
“The Mayor of Taito city Encouragement Award Exhibition”
An underpass exhibition booth of the Ueno Central Street (Tokyo)
“ART AWARD TOKYO MARUNOUCHI 2012” Gyoko-dori Underground Gallery (Tokyo)
“fragile exhibition” The 8th Gallery, CLASKA 8F (Tokyo)
“Aienkien” Roppongi Gallery (Tokyo)
“2012 GRAUATION WORKS EXHIBITIONS” Tokyo University of the Arts (Tokyo)
2013  “SEVEN TYPES - Contemporary art is now -” Matsuzakaya Nagoya (Aichi)
“IPPIN SARAYA” hpgrp GALLERY TOKYO (Tokyo)
Shigaraki Art Festival 2013 “Memories without the name” Koga City Shigaraki Library (Shiga)
“Move Six” SEIBU IKEBUKURO (Tokyo)
“Maybe the first time, Vol. 3' ONE PIECE CLUB COLLECTION” TEZUKAYAMA GALLERY (Osaka)
2014 “Japan Collage 2014 Part 3” Gallery K (Tokyo)
“MITSUKOSHI x Tokyo University of the Arts, Summer Art Festival 2014 Exhibition” Nihonbashi Mitsukoshi (Tokyo)

[Art Fairs]

2012 “Mancy’s Art Night” Mancy’s Tokyo (Tokyo)
“YOUNG ART TAIPEI 2012” Sheraton Grand Taipei Hotel (Taipei/Taiwan)
“ART NAGOYA 2012” THE WESTIN NAGOYA CASTLE (Aichi)
“AOSANDO ART FAIR 2012” LArtisan Parfumeur (Tokyo)

2013 “YOUNG ART TAIPEI 2013” Sheraton Grand Taipei Hotel (Taipei/Taiwan)
“ART OSAKA 2013” HOTEL GRANVIA OSAKA (Osaka)

2015 “ART FAIR TOKYO 2015” Tokyo International Forum (Tokyo)
“CHO KYOTO/ART KYOTO 2015” The Museum of Kyoto (Kyoto)

[Awards]
2012 “The people overlooking it” The Mayor of Taito city Encouragement Award
“The people overlooking it” ART AWARD TOKYO MARUNOUCHI 2012

[Public Collections]
2014 “To the wasteland” The Shigaraki Ceramic Cultural Park (Shiga)

“Stuffed animals —Rabbit” The Shigaraki Ceramic Cultural Park (Shiga)
2015  “Fairy Tale” European Ceramic Work Centre (Oisterwijk/The Netherlands)

[Others]
2012 “Flying art apartment” Loft department store Tokyo / 2013 “Flying art apartment” Loft department store Kyoto
2014 “Flying art apartment” Loft department store Miyagi/ “Flying art apartment” Loft department store Kyoto
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