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he’s been described as a seductress, sci-fi pin-
up, electric love doll, a web of complexities and 
a cutting-edge rebel. Something of a chameleon, 
the Japanese artist Mariko Mori burst on to 
the international art scene in the early 1990s. 
Bringing to life manga and anime-style fantasies, 
she staged elaborate performances with 
characters ranging from a punk schoolgirl on a 
game show to a sexy cyborg posing on the streets 
of Tokyo.

When we meet, however, Mori arrives in 
a much-less-provocative guise. She looks 
anything but the coquettish starlet found in 
her photographs and video works. A slight, 
porcelain-complexioned woman, she is dressed 
head to toe in white. Her hair is twirled into 
Princess Leia-like buns fastened with comma-

shape shifter
Quixotic Japanese artist Mariko Mori will honour Mother Nature with a series 
of six installations around the world. payal uttam discovers her complex beginnings  
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shaped metal pins. Her eyelids are coated in 
iridescent pink. Speaking with a lilting Japanese 
accent, she pronounces each word so carefully it’s 
as if she’s holding something that might break.

Based in New York, Mori is passing through 
Hong Kong on her way to Tokyo to give a talk 
hosted by London’s Royal Academy of Arts. 
It’s her second visit to the city this year. “It’s the 
perfect location to become a centre for art in Asia. 
It’s very exciting,” she says. 

Mori has been fascinated by Hong Kong for 
years. In 2000, she picked the city as one of 13 
locations for her performance piece The Beginning 
of the End. “I wore a bodysuit and encased myself 
in a capsule in the middle of the street,” she 
recalls, smiling at the unusual circumstances.  
Dressed in a figure-hugging nude-coloured 
ensemble, she lay horizontal inside a translucent 
coffin-sized pod resting on the pavement at a 
junction in Tsim Sha Tsui. 

“I thought that Hong Kong represented a 
modern city; I chose it with Shibuya [Tokyo], 
London and Times Square [New York],” explains 
the artist, who documented the performance 
with a 360-degree revolving camera. Lying below 
the skyscrapers with crowds swarming around 
her, she looked like an alien teleported to Earth 
from outer space. 

There’s always been something otherworldly 
about Mori. Born in 1967 to an art-historian 
mother and an inventor father, she had a 
childhood steeped in science. Mori remembers 
watching her father work in her early years. 
When she was nine years old, he discovered a 
way to filter out harmful ultraviolet rays from 
sunlight using optical fibres, a technology that 
Mori would later use in her art. The artist’s 
other memories reach back as far as when she 
was two or three years old, when she recalls 
waiting for the solar eclipse with her father in 
Philadelphia. “All of a sudden it became dark. 
I was so excited that something strange could 
happen suddenly. So I remember all these kinds 
of elements,” she says. 

wave ufo at the 2005 venice biennale

le
f

t:
 f

il
ip

p
o

 m
o

n
te

fo
r

te
 / 

a
fp

 / 
g

e
tt

y 
im

a
g

e
s 



352 – Prestige – september 2012 september 2012 – Prestige – 353

THE WELL | art |

le
f

t:
 n

at
h

a
n

 k
e

ay
 / 

m
c

a 
c

h
ic

a
g

o
 

As Mori entered her teenage years, thoughts 
of science and outer space were put on hold. She 
began modelling and went on to study design 
at the famed Bunka Fashion College in Tokyo. 
The transition into the art world happened 
almost unconsciously. Mori began to stay late 
after fashion shoots and ask photographers 
to collaborate and experiment with her on 
side projects. Creating her own costumes, she 
inserted herself into controversial narratives. 
“I was trying to criticise consumerism through 
my work, so that’s how I started to use my own 
body,” she says.

In 1989, Mori moved to London to attend 
Chelsea College of Art & Design before settling in 
New York in the early ’90s. When she descended 
upon the city’s art scene, no one had seen 
anything like her. Among her strangest works 
were photographs of performances like her Tea 
Ceremony, for which she stationed herself outside 
an office building in Tokyo dressed in a space-age 
outfit with pointy silver ears and metallic tights. 
Holding out a tray, she attempted to pour tea for 
salary men, provoking questions about the role 
of women in Japanese society. 

Gradually, Mori began to assume more 
mystical guises. “I started researching 
Buddhism, Shintoism and where I come 
from,” she explains. In videos such as Kumano 
– exhibited at Hong Kong’s Asia Society earlier 
this year – she appeared as an ancient priestess. 
Dressed in flowing robes and an elaborate 

headdress, she performed a ritual dance before 
a waterfall. 

Asked if she is similar to any of the personas 
she has adopted, Mori pauses before responding 
cautiously. “All of those characters were probably 
part of myself at the time, but you are constantly 
changing so you can never grasp it and say, ‘This 
is what it is.’ You are still moving.”

Today, Mori’s practice has shifted 
dramatically. Turning away from the glossy 
fashion-influenced work that typified the early 
half of her career, she has ventured deeper 
into spiritual terrain. No longer are curators 
and critics raving about her multiple personas; 
instead, they are now fixated on her futuristic 
installations. Among her most well-received 
works is Wave UFO, a teardrop-shaped pod 
that appeared at the 2005 Venice Biennale. 
One of Mori’s most elaborate undertakings, the 
interactive work was insured for about US$2.3 
million. Viewers were invited to climb into the 
womb-like structure in groups of three wearing 
special headsets. Mori worked with scientists 
and engineers to create a computer program 
that could interpret and project images of their 
brainwaves overhead. Once seated inside, they 
lay back, and imagery based on each individual’s 
neural output appeared overhead. If all three 
were on the same wavelength a circle of light 
would appear.

While creating Wave UFO, 9-11 struck New 
York and halted the production of the work. The 
tragedy had a deep impact on Mori. “It really 

confirmed that I must complete this work, that 
I must take [down] boundaries between self 
and others,” says Mori. “We’ve made so many 
boundaries between different human races. I 
think contemporary art is a universal language 
that we can use to communicate with each other 
and overcome them.”

In recent years, she has been so absorbed in 
her work that she has become an ascetic of sorts, 
wearing only white and the same hairdo every 
day. “It’s a uniform almost,” says Mori, who 
purged her wardrobe in 1998. “It’s because I just 
don’t want to think about anything else.” 

Hearing Mori speak so dispassionately about 
clothes, it’s hard to believe she was once a fashion 
designer and model. “I still enjoy [fashion], you 
know; there is a joy there. It’s part of life, but the 
work for me is more precious so I don’t want to 
lose focus.”

Lately, Mori has been preoccupied with 
rituals of nature worship. For the past decade 
she has been examining sacred monuments 
and ruins such as those at Easter Island and 
Stonehenge. Visiting these sites, Mori noticed 
that each monument was a representation of 
that civilisation’s profound relationship with 
the natural world. “But in contemporary 
society, we have lost contact with nature. We 
isolate ourselves and forget to honour nature,” 
says Mori.  In an effort to coax viewers to travel 
outside cities into the wilderness, she has 
begun placing six site-specific installations on 
different continents. In each case, the location 

is deliberately remote and untouched.
Her first installation, Primal Rhythm, was 

inspired by prehistoric Japanese traditions and 
forms. Located in Seven Light Bay on Miyako 
Island, near Okinawa, it consists of Sun Pillar, 
a 4.3-metre obelisk located on a cluster of rocks, 
and Moon Stone, a large orb that floats in the 
ocean. According to tidal movements, the dome 
shifts in colour (from warm to cool tones). 
The sculptures are strategically positioned to 
allow the shadow of Sun Pillar to hit Moon Stone 
during the annual winter solstice. Mori intends 
Primal Rhythm to be a sort of pilgrimage site, a 
place of “prayer and reflection” designed to last 
for 1,000 years.

In 2010, Mori set up the non-profit Faou 
Foundation to support the production of the six 
installations. Her next work will be a surreal 
ring-like structure floating above a waterfall 
in Brazil. Mori says the circle symbolises the 
eternal cycle of life and that she intends for it to 
“bless every living being on Earth”.

The conversation drifts back to her childhood 
and her obsession with stars and eclipses. Does 
she ever wish she lived in space? Mori doesn’t 
bat an eyelash. “I think we will eventually,” she 
says. Closing her eyes, she pauses to find the 
words. 

“Your mind can travel anywhere you want 
and you can leave it there, then it can come back. 
Otherwise you are so drawn [into the world] that 
you become blind.” With that she gives a slight 
bow and slips out of the room. 

“i think contemPorary art is a 
universal language that we can use 

to communicate with each other and 
overcome boundaries”
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mariko mori’s early 
performances contrast 

sharply With her recent Work . 
above: empty dream, 1995

right: Birth of a star,  1995,
collection mca chicago 

 


