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Japanese artist CHIHARU SHIOTA lays bare her soul in a chills-inducing retrospective at Tokyo’s Mori Art Museum. 
She tells Payal Uttam about surviving cancer, studying under Marina Abramović and stepping outside her body
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o stand before Japanese artist Chiharu Shiota’s work is to be 
embraced by a maelstrom. Engulfing interiors with a 
whirlwind of  yarn, she creates installations that cocoon and 

transport viewers to another reality. “It’s not so much a physical interaction as it is a 
spatial, immersive and emotional experience,” says Mami Kataoka, Deputy Director 
and Chief  Curator at Tokyo’s Mori Art Museum. Shiota’s installations have appeared 
everywhere, from the Parisian department store Le Bon Marché Rive Gauche to 
Dubai’s swanky new contemporary arts institution, the Jameel Arts Centre. 

This summer, Mori Art Museum mounts her largest exhibition to date. Shiota 
Chiharu: The Soul Trembles, which runs until Oct 27, is a comprehensive retrospective 
tracing the arc of her extraordinary 25-year career.

The 47-year-old artist, who is based in Berlin, shot to international prominence at 
the Venice Biennale in 2015, where she entangled 180,000 keys in a vast web of  
scarlet string above Venetian boats. Exploring the notion of  memory, the installation, 
titled The Key in the Hand, was the most talked-about piece that year and swiftly 
established her place in the global contemporary art circuit. Since then, art fairs, 
galleries and museums have been clamouring to show her work.

The Tokyo exhibition has already attracted a spate of  social media posts, but it’s 
more than just an impressive backdrop for selfie-takers. Visitors are spending hours 
losing themselves in the labyrinthine works charged with emotion.

“It is a dialogue with my unveiled, naked soul,” says Shiota of the show, which 
lays bare her artistic journey and personal struggles. After Kataoka offered her the 
chance to showcase her work, Shiota suffered a cancer relapse in 2017 after being in 

Left: Chiharu Shiota
Above: Out of My Body (2019)
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remission for 12 years. “It struck me that perhaps the painful treatment, along with 
the confrontation with death, is a tribulation to create honest works,” she says, 
confessing that the only reason she survived is because she could create art.

Shiota’s parents ran a factory in Osaka that produced wooden boxes used to 
transport fish, but she couldn’t imagine going down a similar path: “I decided that 
I wanted to be an artist when I was 12. I wanted to do something that was spiritually 
fulfilling... to give me meaning and a purpose in life.”

Shiota started off as a painting student, but had a crisis while studying in 
Australia in the early ’90s: “I was feeling restless and suddenly had this dream. 
I was moving inside of a painting, there was no colour and it was difficult to 
breathe.” This eventually became the basis for a 1994 performance titled Becoming 
Painting. Among the most striking works at the Tokyo exhibition are images of this 
performance, showing her writhing in toxic red paint in what looks like a bloodbath, 
illustrating her urgent need to escape from the medium.

 In 1996, Shiota moved to Germany and studied under famed performance 
artist Marina Abramović, who pushed her to extremes. For the work Try and Go 
Home (1997), also on display, she fasted for four days and buried herself naked in a 
hole in the ground. “It felt liberating creating art with my own body,” she says. “But 
at some point, I also realised that the presence of my body can also be depicted 
through objects.”

Shiota had a breakthrough when she began to extend lines from paintings into 
space using string. “This allowed me to draw in the air, on a limitless canvas,” she 
explains. “The material itself can be stretched, tangled and torn apart, much like 
human relationships.”

She began entangling everyday objects in thread, infusing her installations with 
memories of absent people. In Silence (2002/2019), for instance, shows a burned 
piano and chairs enveloped in a sea of black string, almost swallowing a room at the 
Mori. The haunting work was inspired by a childhood memory of seeing her 
neighbour’s house burn down. Her newest works draw on similar ideas of 
recollection and loss, but assume a different guise. Out of My Body (2019) features 
bronze limbs strewn across the floor. Dangling overhead is what looks like pieces of 
intricately shredded clothing that evokes fragments of freshly shed snakeskin. 
Created after her relapse, the work touches on her realisation that her body and soul 
are separate, and illustrates her confrontation with death.  

Other works such as Uncertain Journey (2016/2019) also touch on mortality. 
Composed of boats erupting with webs of crimson yarn reaching up to the ceiling, 
the installation explores the unknown destination towards which life is moving. 
Shiota says the red refers to blood as well as the “red thread of fate”. By creating a 
thicket of thread, the artist ensnares viewers in her story; it’s as if the thread 
represents her consciousness that is defying death and reaching out to cling to the 
world. “I always thought that when death takes my body, then I would be gone,” 
muses the artist. “But I’ve realised that my mind and my body act separately from 
each another. I am not only my body, but also my consciousness. And my mind will 
always be connected to the universe.”  

Above: Accumulation 
— Searching for the 

Destination (2014/2019)
Right: In Silence 

(2002/2019; left) and 
Reflection of Time  

and Space (2018; right) at 
Mori Art Museum

“It struck me that perhaps the painful treatment,  
along with the confrontation with death, is a tribulation 
to create honest works” — Chiharu Shiota


