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Mr. Memento Mori
Hasegawa Shigeru (Painter)

Among my works created around 2006-07 is a series
in which I depicted fruits like apples and bananas,
and vegetables such as bell peppers, arranged to
resemble skulls. These paintings drew inspiration
from the predominantly Flemish 17th-century
vanitas stil- life genre, wherein the skull is a central
motif, and also referenced Giuseppe Arcimboldo's
paintings of aggregations of vegetables, fruits, and
fish forming semblances of human faces. In classic
vanitas paintings, in addition to skulls there are fruits,
vegetables, or flowers allegorically conveying inevitable
decay over time. Underlying this iconography is the
concept of memento mori (lit. “remember that you
will die” ), which conveys our primal fear of death
and profound questioning of human existence. My
series combined the skull and the fruits and vegetables
into a single cohesive image.

Japan, too, has a rich tradition of works depicting
skulls, fruits, and vegetables. The skeletons of Utagawa
Kuniyoshi and Kawanabe Kyosai are widely known,
and as for fruits and vegetables, we can cite artists such
as Ito Jakuchu, Hokusai, Goshun, and Kishida Ryusei
as well as the Showa-era (1926-1989) paintings with
accompanying poems by Mushanokoji Saneatsu. Of
particular note is Ito Jakuchu' Kaso Nehan-zu (Scene
of Buddha's Nirvana by Vegetables), in which death
and vegetables come together in a single work. Each
figure, including the Buddha himself, is whimsically
replaced with a vegetable, and it is fascinating to
contrast this with the weighty themes of vanitas
paintings. Despite the presence of death as a theme,
there is an undercurrent of humor and even good cheer
that seems antithetical to the somberness of traditional
vanitas.

From ancient times to the present day, both East
and West, death has always been a subject of artistic
exploration, and it remains so to this day.

Painting is a profound confrontation with the self.
Day after day, the painter starts out by staring at a
canvas that requires additions and changes. Facing the
canvas is like gazing ceaselessly into a mirror. It is a
process of peering continuously into one's own psyche,
much like Zen meditation's pursuit of emptiness.
While not religious in the conventional sense, it verges
on religious practice.

When I first began living overseas in my youth, I
was embattled by myriad challenges: culture shock,
isolation, the language barrier, my own art, financial
struggles. Under these circumstances, I found myself
painting dark, colorless, introspective images of stones
lying on the ground. While at the time I painted these
without much thought, in hindsight they remind
me of how as a child I would bury dead insects and
mark their resting places with rocks. While ostensibly
paintings of stones, it seems that they also represented
“graves” or “personal death's-head marks” for the self I

left behind in Japan.

Some time after my father's death, I painted a white
cloth draped over a corpse's face. For me the symbolic
painting of a white cloth had multiple implications:
the canvases we painters use, the Veil of Veronica said
to bear the imprint of Christ's face. In retrospect, I
realize that at times, undertones of memento mori
have subtly lurked within my works.

For the first time, I have gained the opportunity to
exhibit my work not in an art venue but on the sacred
grounds of a temple. While it differs from the concept
of memento mori, in Japan the Buddhist-derived
phrase shikuhakku (lit. “four sufferings and eight
sufferings” ) references inevitable human suffering
and particularly the four key painful processes of
birth, aging, sickness, and death. Though it was never
my intention, and I believed I was “merely painting,”
I have come to realize that my work is not unrelated to
a wide range of painterly traditions and philosophies
spanning many eras and cultures. Perhaps, as I grow
older, I have begun to appreciate the intriguing and
amusing aspects of aging to some extent.

In closing, let me say that Mr. Memento Mori is
none other than me, the artist. In Japanese I render it
with four kanji meaning “eye, face, slaughter, forest,”
inspired by the tradition of applying homophonic kanji
when interpreting foreign ideas, as when Buddhist
sutras were transmitted to Japan. Expressing memento
mori in this way and adopting it as my pseudonym is
no more than a playful gesture. If the topic is as grave
(no pun intended) as death, I'd like to approach it with
the same lightness of heart as Jakuchu.

March 2021
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Scarecrow
Hasegawa Shigeru

Almost half a century ago, maybe when I was in junior high school
(my memory is hazy), I watched a movie starring Al Pacino and
Gene Hackman. It was a dismal tale of a couple of scruffy vagabonds
drifting around rural America, and the title, Scarecrow, somehow
stuck in my mind. The English word meant nothing to me at
the time, and perhaps I was simply drawn to the sound. The film
portrayed the misery and rage of outcasts, men who society scorned
as hoodlums or drunken bums, and it conveyed the atmosphere of
present-day America, which seemed extremely remote and exciting
to a Japanese kid from the sticks. At that time many movies coming
out of the West revolved around outlaw stories like this, and I think
they may have had a profound impact on my adolescent mentality.

It was not until much later that I learned the meaning of “scarecrow,”
which is kakashi in Japanese. After that, when I was in art school, I
saw The Wizard of Oz, and the brainless scarecrow character made
a lasting impression on me. I'm not sure why this was, but it may
have resonated with some void or absence I perceived within myself.
I may have unconsciously projected myself onto that straw man.
I think it was around that time that I finally made the connection
between kakashi and “scarecrow.”

Be that as it may, when used in a metaphorical sense the
implications of the word are rarely positive. We picture a lonely
outcast standing around idly, someone useless and incompetent

despite having a designated duty to fulfill.

In Japan at least, actual scarecrows in fields are often mishmashes
of junk and old worn-out clothing, made without craft or attention
to detail and barely registering as humanoid figures. At the same
time, a vaguely humanoid form is really their only defining feature.
For the past ten years or so, I've been strangely fascinated by these
hollow and senseless entities.

Two years ago, I had a solo show and took the title of one of the
works from Millet's painting The Sower. It was just a title without
any deep meaning, and it didn't signify the things that motivated
Millet, like devout faith or empathy with farmers. I depicted a
purposeless humanoid figure made by piling up or binding together
vegetables, fish, sticks and stones. A being without a brain, a heart,
or a narrative. In a way it was like a scarecrow. The cobbled-together
figure in the painting had outstretched hands, in a pose reminiscent
of a sower.

The sower and the scarecrow--- it fit together nicely.

What we in Japan describe as art or painting, including the modern
and contemporary variety, to this day is mostly nothing more than a
patchwork of imitations of the West, a hollow and superficial sham.
It's a constant effort to conform to overseas values, to create works
that feel safe and familiar to both the artist and the viewer, who are
in a relationship of cozy complicity.

These things look the part, but they lack substance. For as long as
anyone can remember, they've been like stuffed scarecrows with no
real substance. Maybe this is why I feel drawn to scarecrows.

At the edge of the field where the seeds of Western art were sown,
there stands an empty and worthless scarecrow, patched together
from cast-off scraps--- this is the scene I picture in my mind's eye.
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