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The Life and Times of
Tetsuya Ishida: Conlession and Spirit

¥UzZO UEDA

Influences of Daigo Fukuryd Maru, or Lucky Dragon 5

Tetsuya Ishida was boin on Juni 16, 1973, in Yairu Cay, Shizuoks Profecture,
and was killed by accident on May 23, 2008, al a train crossing n Machida,
Tokyo. He was anly thirty-one years old at the time. Yaizu is approsmatily ninety
minutes wost of Tokyo by bullet train. The city developed prmarily as a lishing
port wnid is known nationally for its desp-ses fishing and seafood processing,
It is also known, however, as the provenance of the Daigo Fukuryd Maru (Lucky
Dyagon 5), the tuna fishing boat irradiated by nuclear falloul from the U.S.
Operation Castle nuclear test caried oul at Bikini Atoll in 1054, This accident
exposed twenty threa fisharmen to high levels of nuclear radiation.

Four years alter the incident, in 1968, the American nuclear physicisi
Dr. Ralph E. Lapp (1817-2004)" publishad his book The Voyage of the Lucky
Dragon, He also wrote & report on (he incident lor Harper's Magazine.
Ben Shahn (1898-1969)7 provided the ilustrations for the senes of arbicles.
Shahn's Lucky Dragon sores (1657, figs. 2, 3], which compnses thirty orginal
lustrations from the pece, was exdvbited n Yagu in 1881, Alier seamng 1he
exhibibion, Istuda, who was then st eghi, noled in s dary ihai he “wani|ed]
1o become a pamter ke Ban Shahn*

That sama yoar, lahida submittod an essay tled “Masafrolunekun®
(*Mr. White Boat®) to an essay-writing and reading contest held n Yaru.
Tha tithe refarred to the Lucky Dragon and its exposure to deadly nuclear ash.
The lollowing is an excerpt from the essay:

From there, the enfire body became sick and sulfered. The nucheat
testing caused hair fo fall out and blood loss. They weee in pain and
could not get up to go fo work, I's really a tragedy. Why would humans
pse H-bombas to kil each othes?

This essay marked lahida's first engagement wilh social imsues, which would
becoma a recurring theme in his ceuvre. As an elementary sohool studeni,
he already el @ senae of compassion for others aldlering misfortune and had
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developed a sense ol jusbon, Ho had also foroasen the fragedy that a blind
Inith in mewmniibe progress, which the hydrogen bomb repressnted. would
bong 1o humankind. Naturally, an sight-year-old could not have fathomad avery
anpact ol H-bomb tosting. The essay nupgests, howover, thal Inhwda had slroady
dincowored an enermy and sn awarooess of ewl in 1884, sl age olevon, he won
tha highest wward 0 8 human nghte conme contest hosled by the Shinuoks
Dimirict Lagal Aftans Bureaw, lahida's comc wan titled  Fowsimonogme wa
parmayou (Step Bullying Weaklings! ) (1984, lig. 4], This work also suggests
that he was inleresiod in upholding human nghls and crticemg faith n schnos
and mochanical cralzation. His later practen ol creating sell-portralis, perhaps
unconaciously, in which he appoam as a martyr, to confront his ego and dipel
hin internal struggles had slimady been put in motion, il only Watently, by th “sell
becoming abasnt® deep within

Fram Gundam to Evangelion

Many of Inhida's lator works, particularly those produced while he was in collego
and altor, loature car, rnine, and arplanss. Some, such as Supermaikeal (1968,
Iig. 0} and fntenvew (1988, pp. 26-27, 29), show bodine maiged with machines—
road: civilization/H bombr—and thess images rocall tha anthmopomorphiam and
marging of man and mechanism expiored i his aady Lucky Dragon annny. An
nuch, weain Tremor (2002, p. 471, a seemingly humorous piciure ol & humanired
moap, ovokes a feohng of homor, Ishida's sense of jushcs and sharp critiguoe
ol wechnological conlizahon manfes! Ihemaelves n depchons ol disposable
humans in Uniitfed (2) (1998, pp. 10, 33) and Recalied (1098, pp. 8-9, 31),
the latler & portran of 1the arnl as plaste modal kil Convepor-Ball Paople
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(1988, pp. 2021, 23) shows humans boegg demanted b machines, and Exrcme
Equwprmmind (18897, p. 25), whech dapecis Inhsda rureEng i place on & convyor bell
o murvree wiihoul I!FIIFI"IH“ oud of llllt"JI‘:( mairuon socul mabiubons

Thaan works croato a sense of homor and un aitmnty m vareenrn. While fhae
images biing Charia Chapln’s Maodern Timaes (1936, hg: 5) to mnd, lahida's
mischinms urw also haaily infleenced by (he ammated telovision sanaes Mabiie
el Greenedam (1970, Hg. B), i which poophs msge wilh robots. " Thes program
wiad ammensely populas wihile |sheda was i grade school. Tha pambings b macde

immedulely pood o s death, howeswst, more closely resemble Neon Genesis

Evangelion (1995-04, lig. 7).* As this television seres was set in a world
wehists hall ol the human population had beon decimated, the islerences o o
auggeal thal i one senae, Inhda's lilespasod works woes sall podiiaie ol the
artiot movng toward daeath. In Waiting lor 8 Chance (1889, g 41), lor saample
bods represont bridges for crosaing the vwer Stye. In Linbbisg (2004, g 1)

by chspricziond pllen ol books and & slight efloction of 8 por on thiy sutfnos ol

& river. Thesa unoasy imaged, which ovoka doath, are also & responss 1o the
rrillsebril Cull Aurn Shinnkyts doeadly torrodst attacks of 1984-95, wheh caused
groal uncartainty in Japansss socistly.® The Viedos (1888, lig. B). for example
i & termilying wnage of the face of the cull's Wwader, Shokd Asahara rrrged
with a naubius (caled ofimis & nnnmrrpm for i n lapanaan) hml,’ appaanng
in a doorway, Based on e producton notes, ssoerpled bolow, wo can surmise
that Inhicia folt that thee tragie ncidont was 8 mandostabon of the ao-called
amotional darkness and uncorunty of the "losl twenty years™ and that @ made
lapanann poeaphy aware of ther matsbiy io undemtand one anothorn This, o ium,
made the population want 10 afrree for mutual undomianding
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I thenk that one peychologeeal characlensbc of the fapanese
i Hhveer scfwal of “mutual voderstandyng.” We tend fo think that
Japamose people can understand one anothor without daebate or
ather arphcd achculation Wihat was sa shiockeeig about [Fumibina |
Mt [Awm spokespersonl was that be revealed thal Japanese
paople do pol understend one another gt all. Me represenied
the Japanese thil one eould il undessiand, sither i doams of
Inguastic stricture ar thought.

Ba i Mobile Swit Gundam or Neon Genesia Evangetion, late: twantisth contury
priimation deohng with crined in human exislence resonaled with, and was
imimsnsaly populur among, the youlh of Ishdas genoration. Tho owarwhalming
Tonponng wan i pioduct ol he owsilapn creativd balwaan tha depicied hichonal
ermes and ol onos, such as the Aum Shinokyd atiscks and othor wosmngiy
mcomprshenaible crcumstances of contemporry Japaness sooaly. Thoue
wvonila, along with the downtum ol the lapanass economry m 1, conetituted
the mmposenahed and atifing loat twenty yoars. Ipbida’s gonemton also Isosd
armpliymant dilicullies and wis dencrbed allimatily as the "lost genemation”
and “employment relugees.” Unbke s pesrs, lshida, who graduated from (he
Depumrtreent of Visual Communication Dessgn al Musashing St Uiniversity, choss
to beacoms wn artist it Chae bed filltime employment o ihe design leld
Most of hin works, sven beyond the thitlesn included in thes edubition, which
hin produced up until bis doath, show that the sensitive lahida sulfered from
reutonin and was paychologically unsiablo. Although thesa worka, which wisie
produced during a ponod of lurmoll in Japaness sociely, show manilestations ol
porsanal difficulliens, they are painfully resonant, on & more genaral level, in thou
dlpection of intadne) l'lmu;min-p

Inhidn was also moved by ihe Kobe chid murders of 1897, n wiich
n fourtean yearold kilod two children, ages ten and oleven, The boy had
boheaded e viotims and pit one hioad on deplay in front of he school gatie
because he “wanied o oamine i closely,” Pror 1o thin hoertic display, be had
il thia head i s plastic bag, hidden it in his athic, and gougid 1 syes oul with
& knili because he "couldn't stiand the Doy's sleepy eyis.” 1 s sald that the kilbes
detived seaunl pleasure from and had sjsculsied whilp combing his wetim's haie
Isitially, the polics were unable 1o identily suspects, &8 no o guassed thal
o lourtsen-yearold could hive boen the perpotrator. He sent the foliowsng letter
maplaining hin crimmn 10 a local nevwapaper:

Now' ihe gamee itaris, You sfupad cops, catch me ol pou can, Kiling
unbaarably plossuratie. I'm desperate o see people dw. Les the dirry
vegatables be pumashed by death. Let bloodshed bang justice 1o pears
of resenimaent. {School Kill Seito Sakakibara)

Unitled (2) was made arcuand the tima of thae Kabe child munders. Unditiod (17
(1898, kg 10) m & smilar work
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Why do peapla find lshida's pictures so mowng? His imagea, which daplict
thae mitiist’s pan i detail, sie fnghtaning and morbid, His self-poitiails aro soll
cirprocating snd show him as sbflingly wahdrawn, They roprasont 8 disrkness
that mght b doscribed as schizophiomc. Afler mising life and death o his
worka, hi hnally confronied e vewers with his actual doath

The “Masstirofunekun® or Lucky Dragon, essay, and |is equaton of
aradiaton with death, W the ongm ol lihida's work. Descendand (1990,
pp. 42-46), howaver, i an image of rebath. B sounds & warmng agamael our
uheartan erviieation, winch laheta reprmaenis Ihtough the morging of man
and machime, andd megarding our uniguestiomng lailh n scoenhhec prograss
Undoubiedly, this is a response (o the umgue calasirophe thal Japan, ss
ihe only aaten in thae workd hit by nuclsar bombis, hes sullarsd. )1's hard 1o
lorgul the shock ol seeing the Bosing 787 passenge) planes lying ito the
Wouid Trade Coenlor hulil'lnun on Soplombar 11, 2001 The woild walched n
aven an thi giant Nying machines, arguabily man's groateal invention, crashod
into tha Woirld Trade Gentar buldinga. the symbol of American progieas. The
fragic ovent wan vanously discussad in relabion 1o politicel confosls snd Inbal
conflicts as reaulling lrom the “clash of cwilzations” and an apawning the “war
on 1eror” Sesng the aliermath, many lamenied the destructon of our luture
by products ol machamcal civilabon fumed into murderous weapons, Just
bk the nucioar physicmst Lapp, who halped divmlop the themonuches: bomb,
wo warn lorced fo conadar the cost of our progroes

O March 17, 2011, the groat East Japan osttheuaka and tasnmm cmamnd
a tchaar malidawn. This was o disaster caused by semntibic unditdmalopnunt
Chyr posi=March 11 word, in whch a blnd lalth in scence could no longes be
malniained, seems kdantical 1o the world of NMeon Geness Evangelon, Singe he
passed i 2008, luhida did not espedence the sarthguaks or nuclon) disastes
Hin Lucky Dragon sesay, howevor, also deals with irradintion. The tragic events
of @M1 and 311 and the iradiation of tha Lecky Dragon on March 1, 1084, wm
Wl warnings againal the myth of scientiom. They s cataatiophes (hal force us
1o guastion our fth m modernizatcn,

Jshedia’s mortnd pantings speak 10 our bats. Thiy louch on ou esponencos
of itha histoncal ragedies described above, as well an on ouwr deap lear of
cutamirophso disantons, (o cnique civilizalion, There m » lsck of compansion
W conlemponry socety. Young peopla lve without phymcally wlaractng wilh
athere and considor tholr ol phnnnn thair frinnds Contemporary man, hor
wham tha phate (s the sole connsclion o the otenar workd, i depected in
Long Distance (19990, pp. 34, 35-37) and Congueted (2004, hg. 1), Thase
winks employ mmages of & noexision) sl 5 nell vy hangeabibe with otheos, and
POty the sall as divded and contrackctony to het ot the eim of the loss of th sell



The shock of Ishida's paintings is constituted by the confession and spirit they
presant 1o our selves, which have beon warped by conlemporary sociaty.

| will concluda with tha follcwng laxt ascermpted fom lshidi's production nolebook.

f'm atrongly drawn to samtly artsls. § mean peopls who balieve thar
sach brushsiroke will save the world or can represent the sulfenng
of humaniy in the lnce of & sheep. They make me aware that I'm jusi
a phikistine, (lune 1999}

Postseript 1
Around B wm. on May 23, 2008, unaware o the croasing gate, lshida walked
onto iha train tracks of the Odokyl Line in Machida, Tokya, and was hit by
i train. | was told that his mother, who lived far sway, had called him just hall
ain hout prior to his doath. Worried about her san, whe worked night shifts, she
had called to make sura ha had eaten breakiast, Alter the phone call, ha had
decided 1o go and buy breakias s the convenienco slom located on tha othar
wide of the iracks from his apartment. Strangely, 1 was discoverad hat he did
nal hive his wallot with him when ho was kifled. He only had a US$100 bill in
his pockat,

| visited Ishida ai his apartment two or three yearn belore his untimaly
duath. He opened his bankbook to show mae that ho had saved nearly a millon
yen from working his part-time job, He wanted 1o know il it was enough 1o have
a solo eshibition in New York, | told hm that there ame no rental gillates in New
Yotk and that s million yen would only last sboul three months thite, | added that
with his inability 1o speak English, no one weuld take him seriously and that he
would be betier off making more work and studying English. Fallowing his death,
his family allbwed ma 1o read hin diary, Immodiately after our discussion
aboul his wish 10 go 1o New York, he'd Begun studying English by purchasing
a textbook for an English-learning program on TV, I then downed on ma that the
$100 bill in his pocket was his tickat 1o New York, He was prepared fo go at
any timo,

Postscript 2
Thin text @ not wiltton exclusively i regard 1o the thirteen paintings shown st
Gagosian Gallery Hong Kong. Iehida produced maore than two hundred works
between the ages of twenty, when he was stil st Musashina Art University, and
thirty-one, when he died. My teat s writlan in response (o all ol these works
and his childhood artworks and essays, which | accessed with permission
from his lamily. The works included in the current catalogue constitute a small
solection from his oouvia.
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