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Black of Death (above 109, Shibuya, Tokyo)
by ChimTPom, 2007,
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Love is Dead by ChimTPom, 2014.

Photo: Kishin Shinoyama

© ChimTPom

Courtesy the artists and Mujin-To Production, Tokyo.

A strange mix of the corrosive and the heartfelt runs through
the stunts pulled by artistic collective Chim?Pom. Formed in
2005 by Masataka Okada, Ellie, Yasutaka Hayashi, Toshinori
Mizuno, Motomu Inamoka and Ryuta Ushiro, the gang met
while gravitating around Japanese artist Makoto Aida, whose
artistic legacy of politically engaged, scathing yet humorous
works they claim proudly. As | was sitting in their studio, one
floor of a pre-war house that used to be a brothel in Tokyo's
Koenji district, a neighbourhood known as a birthplace

of Japanese punk rock, Ushiro showed me 10-year-old
videos of his group chasing rats in Tokyo's fashionable
Shibuya nightlife district. Their Super Rat project, which they
embarked on after exhausting other entertainment options,
has resulted since 2006 in the production of taxidermy rat
installations, where the Pikachu-yellow rodents, styled in
reference to the Pokémon character, are staged in vari-

ous ridiculous poses, in the process becoming the group's
mascot. Watching the videos, the performative component
of the work, | struggled to keep up with the group's frenetic
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attempts to track the animals through Tokyo's dark alleys,
tripping over garbage bins, armed with nets and laughing
loudly, their finds punctuated by Ellie's girlie screams. Ellie is
the charismatic, pretty sole female member of ChimTPom, a
name that sounds like “penis” in Japanese. The term “super
rats” comes from Japanese exterminators, who so describe a
breed that thrives in spite of poisons and traps, a metaphor
the collective initially harnessed to refer to themselves and
their lifestyle, and then later to refer to the Japanese people
in general and their ability to survive nuclear catastrophes. In
2007, in Black of Death, although drawing on a similar train
of thought, they shifted their focus from rat to crow, another
local pest. This time they used a stuffed specimen that they
waved at arm’s length while driving a motorcycle through
town, attracting a flock of crows to follow them. “The crows
wanted to help the stuffed crow, but eventually they realised
it wasn't real,” says Ushiro of the wacky yet serious project.
The gang subsequently created Tokyo-themed postcards in
which Ellie, who often embraces a celebrity persona, poses
with the crows near tourist landmarks.

Like other artists in Japan, the collective fell into deep
sorrow and powerlessness after the earthquake, tsunami and
nuclear disaster that devastated Japan in March 2011. But

in the aftershock that followed, when the artistic community
questioned the validity of its discipline, ChimTPom organised
the exhibition Real Times, featuring a series of interventions
in reaction to the events. Such an intervention, documented
in the video Level 7 feat. ‘Myth of Tomorrow/, was a candid
prank that sparked media uproar in 2011 when the artists
illegally completed a large mural by Taro Okamoto, Myth

of Tomorrow (1969), in Shibuya station. The mural, which
represents a chaotic scene above the Pacific Ocean,

not only referring to the 1945 Hiroshima and Nagasaki
bombings but also hinting at later disastrous episodes
resulting from the nuclear arms race in a semi-abstract
modernist style, and was originally created for a hotel in
Mexico. “It isn't rectangular: there was space left for the hotel
stairs at the bottom corners. We added an image in that
blank space,” says Ushiro, showing me the image, which
features broken nuclear plants with skull-shaped fumes, and
matches the original work in colour and style. ChimTPom'’s
addition has been removed by the authorities.

PIPELINE | Dancing in the Wild

| was particularly touched when Ushiro showed me the video
Ki-Ai 100 (2011), also part of the Real Times show. It is a
10-minute documentation of an unrehearsed performance
in which the artists and a small group of young people from
Fukushima Prefecture’s Soma city huddle together on a site
in the wrecked city to shout 100 cheers, specifically “ki-ai",

a short martial-arts yell. One after the other, in a circle, each
of them comes up with a sentence, which they all cheer
together, and these outbursts soon evolve to include some
surprising claims. From “Let's do this!", “I want a girlfriend"”,
“Me too!", "Japan is awesome!”, “Thank-you Soma city!" and
“I'l do my best!", this spiralling emotional improv eventually
generates absurd shout-outs such as “Radiation exposure is
great!” and “Soma city sucks!”. Ultimately the 10-minute flash
action becomes relief from post-traumatic stress disorder, a
grief support group and a pep talk all at once.

After that they invited other artists such as Ai Weiwei, Eva
and Franco Mattes, Trevor Paglen and Taryn Simon to
participate in a peculiar exhibition that would respond to
the events of Fukushima throughout time. Located in the
radioactive exclusion zone, Don't Follow the Wind (2015)
which the artists installed by borrowing visiting permits
granted to former residents of the exclusion zone, is invis-
ible — as impossible to perceive directly as radioactivity itself.
The show will be open to the audience the day the area is
cleared for re-entry by the government. Until then, the works
are installed in the houses where people used to live,
replacing those people's presence, and perhaps condemned
to rot and decay before they ever get to be seen by the
public. For now, one non-descriptive part of the show
consists of listening to a solemn, slightly frustrating audio file
in English and Japanese about the show'’s inaccessibility, at
www.dontfollowthewind.info.

'

But if the collective tackle difficult subjects, it is often through
controversy, because their style is politically incorrect and
inhabited by a certain rock ‘n’ roll spirit, a rebellious attitude
that doesn't fit with Japanese society's codified norms of
conduct. ChimTPom are a particular kind of attention-seeking
subversive poet-avengers, true to their Makoto Aida
inspiration. In 2008 they hired a plane to skywrite the

word “pika" (Japanese for “flash’, referencing the atomic
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