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Yamamoto Sakubei (1892-1984) was not an artist who merely observed the coal mines from the outside. He
himself worked in the coal mines for many years, and in his later life he documented his experiences
through paintings and writing. What he depicted was not simply a critique of coal-mining labor, but the very
details that constituted the coal mine as a lived world: tools, bodies, food, clothing, accidents, relationships
between men and women, folk beliefs, language, and more.

In contrast to cultural anthropologists, who access the internal mechanisms of a community through
participant observation, Sakubei occupied an entirely different position. He did not enter the coal mines in
order to observe them; he was himself a coal miner, recording his own life. If one wanted to depict the coal
mines, one had to become a coal miner. This spirit of institutional critique stands in direct opposition to the
connotations of the word “alternative.” The identity of the observer and the observed is precisely what lies
at the core of his work.

A similar perspective can be sensed in the work of Usami Ai (b. 2003). Yet Usami is neither researching non-
regular employment, nor focusing on youth poverty, nor observing the art world as a sociological object.
While working at a convenience store, Usami depicts the convenience store; while belonging to an art
university, Usami depicts the art university; and in doing so, reflects artists, teachers, galleries, and other
artists. No one participates in everyday life for the purpose of observing it, but it is possible to make
everyday life itself the object of observation.

Sakubei reconstructed life in the coal mines by tracing his memories. His records were an act of bringing a
disappearing past back into the present. By contrast, Usami paints in a manner akin to keeping a diary,
immediately after events take place. This temporal proximity decisively distinguishes their practices. Usami
cannot know which of the events unfolding in the present will come to acquire significance in the future. It is
a present in which what is important and what is not important have yet to be determined.

What does it mean for something to be important? Forgetting is not a failure of preservation. Archives and
history are never the past itself.

The title of this exhibition, “Year After Year” (&%), is taken from a line in Song of the White-Haired Old
Man (X5 H58%3) by the Tang-dynasty poet Liu Xiyi: “Year after year, the flowers remain alike; year after
year, the people are no longer the same.”

Ai Usami

“Year After Year”

September 26th - October 25th, 2026
Opening: September 26th 5-8pm

Thursday - Saturday 1-6pm, Sunday 1-5pm
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