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Nonaka-Hill Kyoto is pleased to present A Place Just to Be Yourself, an exhibition featuring Atelier
Yamanami and photographer Rinko Kawauchi. The exhibition brings together expressions by those
engaged in making at Atelier Yamanami and a video work by Kawauchi. The title is drawn from an essay
included in a body of work she developed over three years during the COVID-19 pandemic, created in

close dialogue with Atelier Yamanami.

Atelier Yamanami was founded in 1986 in Koka City, Shiga Prefecture. In 1990, it shifted away from a
subcontract-based production model toward an approach centered on living fully and authentically,
supporting diverse forms of expression that respond to each individual’s thoughts, rhythms, and pace.
Since its founding, no one wishing to join has ever been turned away. What began with three participants
has grown to a community of ninety, supported today by a staff of twenty-seven, functioning as a
multidisciplinary care and activity center. In recent years, Atelier Yamanami has drawn growing
international attention for its sustained engagement with creative practices, welcoming a steady flow of

visitors from abroad to its studios.

The people who work here live with a wide range of intellectual, mental, and physical disabilities. Their
conditions, needs, and ways of being in the world are profoundly diverse. How time is spent, which
spaces feel calm or necessary, what can or cannot be done, what is desired or resisted—these vary from
person to person. Within this environment, individuals neither compare themselves to others nor
compete. Instead, they work from a place of self-acceptance, building and inhabiting worlds that are

unmistakably their own.

For many, there is little concern about whether their daily actions or forms of expression might be
considered “art.” Social recognition, evaluation, or praise is rarely a motivating factor. What matters more
than the resulting objects is the time spent making, the gestures repeated day after day, and the act of
shaping one’s own world through sustained attention and effort. Expression emerges not as a goal, but

as a natural consequence of living and working in this way.

Each person here is already a singular and irreplaceable presence. In a society that is in constant
transformation, Atelier Yamanami continues to learn from them the importance of remaining faithful to
oneself, and of recognizing that being as one is—without correction or comparison—is itself both

meaningful and necessary. According to Masato Yamashita, Director of Atelier Yamanami.
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Rinko KAWAUCHI
Born in Shiga Prefecture in 1972, Rinko Kawauchi has received wide international acclaim. In 2002, she
was awarded the 27th Kimura lhei Photography Award for her photobooks Utatane and Hanabi, and in the

same year received the 25th ICP Infinity Award in the Art category.

The video works presented in this exhibition originated from a commission Kawauchi received to
photograph Atelier Yamanami for a publication issued by Taneya, a confectionery company based in
Omihachiman, Shiga Prefecture. Following this initial encounter, she continued to visit Atelier Yamanami
independently, developing the work through sustained engagement. Her photobook Yamanami

comprises images made at the workshop between 2018 and 2021.

Created during the COVID-19 pandemic, this body of work prompted Kawauchi to reflect on the contrast
between the time she spent at Atelier Yamanami and the world beyond it. In an essay titled A Place to Just
Be Yourself, she describes the workshop as a site that quietly invites reflection on ways of being that,

though profoundly simple, are difficult to sustain in contemporary society.

People often drive themselves into isolation through constant comparison with others, dwelling on past
failures and anxieties about the future, and in doing so, lose their presence in the here and now. Even
while aware of this emptiness, one can easily become overwhelmed by the steady flow of information.
Kawauchi has spoken of how visiting Atelier Yamanami allowed her to step back from this state, leaving

her with a sense of having been gently cleansed.

By sharing moments of laughter with those before her, and by witnessing their complete absorption in the
act of making, Kawauchi herself was able to return to a state of openness and attentiveness,
rediscovering the inner expanse she carries within. For her, Atelier Yamanami became a place that offered

precisely this kind of experience.
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Yuu INOUE

Born in 1943, a member of Atelier Yamanami since 1999. It was not until he was seventy years old that Yuu
started his creative activity. Until then, he probably had no idea that many people would someday come
to see him and highly value his artworks. Yuu is an earnest creator. He works on his pencil drawings three
hours a day, and it takes him three weeks to finish a piece. Art is his life now, and he continues to create

energetically.

Keita KAGAYA

Born in 1989, a member of Atelier Yamanami since 2008. Around 2015, Kagaya began painting. Until then,
his life was mainly centered around collecting recycled paper. He showed very little interest in art.
However, after being provided with a different set of painting tools and motifs, Kagaya’s interest in art was
sparked. Each of his artworks has a certain theme, such as a bicycle, an insect, or an animal. However,
Kagaya never explicitly draws any of these things. Instead, he employs his own technique of drawing
countless thin lines to convey his theme, taking his time and overlapping each line. Kagaya’s brushstrokes

are gentle and delicate, with overlapping lines that create a wave-like shape.

Kazumi KAMAE

Born in 1966, a member of Atelier Yamanami since 1985. As it is often difficult for Kazumi Kamae to
express her feelings in words, she uses her artworks to communicate. She creates clay sculptures of the
man she loves. She never represents anyone else. Her art style is unique and elaborate. First, she makes
the clay foundation of the statue. Then she rolls up numerous tiny, rice-sized clay balls and places them
on the surface of the clay foundation. She arranges them for a long time, and it looks as if the countless
tiny clay parts were alive, multiplying themselves until they cover the entire sculpture. It sometimes takes
her more than two months to complete a piece. The desire to catch the man she loves’ attention is the

main, if not unique, source of her creativity.

Kotoki KAWANAKA

Born in 1996, a member of Atelier Yamanami since 2015. Gifted with a lively personality and a love for
interacting with people, Kawanaka’s days are filled with smiles and laughs as she entertains others with
jokes and fun conversations. Kawanaka pursues art as an extension of her cheerfulness. She creates her
pieces using interesting methods such as dripping paint, rolling marbles, or scrawling her paintbrush
across the canvas, depending on her mood. Kawanaka does not just sit in front of the canvas to create
good art. It almost seems as if she pursues art as a way to surprise others with her unique methods and
elicit a reaction. The more attention and appreciation she receives from her audience, the more it
motivates Kawanaka to create art. Her finished pieces are highly expressive, conveying the warmth and

gentleness of Kawanaka’s smile.
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Yui KUBOTA

Born in 2004, she joined Atelier Yamanami in 2023. Working with two differently colored pieces of fabric,
she cuts them irregularly into strips about the length of her fingers. She then layers the two pieces and
skillfully wraps them tightly with sewing thread, the process gradually transforming them into rod-like or
barrel-shaped forms.

Always cheerfully winding the thread, when asked what she is making, she invariably replies with energy,
“Shrimp.” Perhaps the piece wrapped in yellow thread around red fabric appeared to her as a fried
shrimp. What began as play —variations in color and form—has grown into a multitude of “shrimp,” which

have now become one of the works she is most proud of.

Yukio MIYASHITA

Born in 1973, a member of Atelier Yamanami since 1997. Yukio Miyashita loves data management. The
type of data he is interested in varies greatly—the scores of the professional baseball teams, attendance
records of the care workers, bus timetables, etc. He treasures his calculator and organizer. His earnest
character is reflected in his artworks. One of the distinctive features of Yukio Miyashita’s drawing style is
a motif of tiny squares that he meticulously colors. It can take him a year to finish a piece. Another
characteristic of his work is the copying of letters from English nhewspapers, although it appears to be
more of a task than an artistic creation.

Masaki MORI

Born in 1969, a member of Atelier Yamanami since 2016. While studying graphic design at Nagoya
Designer Gakuin, Mori attended one of John Cage Junior’s concerts, which sparked his interest in
experimental music. Aiming to visualize acoustic space, Mori started a series of drawings called the
‘Jiuta’, which is based on underground/psychedelic rock music. He also created a series titled ‘Gig’ that
presents sound images of postmodern music, such as John Zorn, in block form. Mori’s drawings are filled
with sophisticated lines that are reminiscent of Hans Bellmer and Miyanishi Keizo and symbolize the

anxiety he has developed over his long struggle with illness.

Momoko NAKAGAWA

Born in 1996, a member of Atelier Yamanami since 2014. One would never believe that Nakagawa'’s
projects all started with her first name, Momoko, written in Japanese characters. In all of her works,
Nakagawa continues to write her name, layering it until the three characters are no longer recognizable
and the work has become spectacular. Nakagawa’s early artworks were embroideries in which she
channeled her repetitive behaviors into something productive, without having to force herself to
concentrate. However, her interests gradually shifted toward writing letters, which has led Nakagawa to
where she is now. Nakagawa is not picky with her tools and uses anything from colored markers to pens.
Her main focus is on writing her name repeatedly and enjoying every detail of the process, from the pen's

gentle sound to the sensation of it gliding across the paper.
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Shoyo OGAWA

Born in 1999, a member of Atelier Yamanami since 2018. Ogawa’s artworks are inspired by elements he
observes in daily life, such as advertisements, magazine letters, and even buildings that leave a strong
impression on him. All of his art pieces are drawn and colored entirely from memory, using a single color,
red. He also uses a specific utensil: either a ballpoint pen or a marker. Though simple, Ogawa’s works are
stunning as he covers the entire sheet of paper with a dynamic image from his memory. When he writes
his letters, Ogawa sometimes plays with their size but never lets them go out of line, as if reflecting his tidy

personality.

Buniji SEKI

Born in 1986, a member of Atelier Yamanami since 2017. Working primarily at a welfare center for people
with disabilities in Kobe, Seki visits Atelier Yamanami weekly to participate in our activities. Despite the
long trip, traveling to Atelier Yamanami has become Seki’s favorite routine, during which he can indulge
in his artwork. Using a variety of colored markers, Seki fills an entire sheet of construction paper with dots.
The arrangement of the dots may appear random during the process; however, a pattern emerges once
the piece is complete. Seki enjoys watching the ink ooze from the tip of his marker by pressing it hard
against the paper. At times, he even sways rhythmically and smiles as he works on his piece. Since Seki
spends only about 40 minutes on his project, it may take him about a year to complete a single artwork.
Seki’s work is never impacted by the environment. He remains focused and centered on his project,

setting the tone with unwavering steadiness.

TAKATO

Born in 1999, a member of Atelier Yamanami since 2017. TAKATO started building three-dimensional
figures as a young boy. Using cardboard and tape, TAKATO builds vehicles such as dump trucks, buses,
and fire engines and takes them with him whenever he goes. As he grew older, TAKATO’s skills
developed, and he began incorporating detailed features into his work. His dump trucks are equipped
with a fully operational loading platform, and their aerial trucks are equipped with extendable ladders.
TAKATO has also expanded his work to include building garages for his vehicles and recreating towns
using cardboard. The process he follows in creating his artwork is absolutely mind-blowing. After
planning the vehicle's shape from the top of his head, he cuts out the parts and assembles them, taking

only about 1 to 2 hours to create a single vehicle.

Takafumi YAMANE

Born in 1996, a member of Atelier Yamanami since 2015. Yamane began painting using stamp seals to
overcome his fear of art. As a result of this method, he is now able to work without feeling pressured or
overwhelmed. The stamp seals Yamane uses are handmade using materials such as cardboard, paper
cups, and rubber. After selecting a color, Yamane carefully stamps each seal onto a sheet of paper to
create a bright and colorful artwork. This painting method has alleviated Yamane’s aversion to art and
even boosted his confidence, as it helped him recognize the joy and satisfaction of completing a project.

As a shy person, Yamane has found this activity a means of expressing himself to others.
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Hideaki YOSHIKAWA

Born in 1970, a member of Atelier Yamanami since 1988. At first glance, Hideaki Yoshikawa’s artworks,
composed of countless dots, seem abstract. Look closely, however, and you notice that they are not
‘dots’, but in fact they are all small ‘faces’. Hideki Yoshikawa keeps his own creative style even when the
material he uses changes. He makes it a rule to put ‘two eyes, a nose, and a mouth’ on each face, even
when the faces are incredibly small. Whenever he is working on his art, he places his face as close to it as
possible. And he creates every tiny face with extraordinary care, taking a long time for each. The faces he
draws or creates in his artworks are so small and meticulous that viewers must look closely to discern

their features.
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