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The Sixth Setouchi International Art Festival
in Japan, Summer Session

Aiming for the “Restoration of the Sea,” the world’s largest art
exhibition, the sixth Setouchi International Art Festival (https://
setouchi-artfest.jp/en/), opened on April 18, 2025. A 107-day event divided
into three seasons—spring, summer, and fall—this year’s Triennale
features 256 artworks installed across eleven remote islands and six coastal
locations along the Seto Inland Sea (Setouchi). This review focuses on
its summer session (August 1-31).

Before Westernization, Setouchi thrived as a vital maritime hub.
[ts scenic beauty earned it the designation of Japan’s first national park.
However, after 1886, a wave of industrialization shifted focus to land
development, which ultimately damaged the remote islands. Copper
refineries on Naoshima and Inujima destroyed much of the islands’
vegetation. Additionally, a sanatorium for leprosy patients was built
on Oshima, and 910,000 tons of toxic industrial waste were dumped
on Teshima. Today, far from urban centers, the Setouchi Islands face
depopulation and aging communities. Marx and Engels were right; in
the modern industrial world, the bourgeois mode of production “creates
aworld after its own image.” To address these changes, the Triennale’s
general producer, a public-interest capitalist Soichiro Fukutake, and
the general director, Fram Kitagawa, a 1960s student activist known for
pioneering regional art projects, aim to challenge modern industrialization
through the Triennale exhibition.

The summer session connected seven islands and five mainland
locations. Despite the extreme heat, it drew 282,702 visitors. The artworks
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REVIEW Setouchi International Art Festival

on display can be grouped into three categories: 1) research-based art
related to local history; 2) art made to enhance the local scenery; and
3) museum exhibits. The recurring theme for the year was ecology. True
to Kitagawa’s vision, many artworks addressed current issues and were
installed in ways that encouraged visitors to explore the area’s history,
character, and the lifestyles of its residents.

Fig. 1. Leonid Tishkov, Overall Hand.
Photo by Midori Yamamura.

Leonid Tishkov’s gigantic multicolored glove alongside a moon
explorer, Overall Hand (Fig. 1), installed in the port town of Hiketa, falls
into the first category. Hiketa produces about 90% of the gloves sold in
Japan. Inside its East Kagawa Glove Gallery, Tishkov’s work is displayed
alongside vintage sewing machines, various gadgets, sample gloves,
and workers’ workspaces, providing insight into local life and history.
The participatory project invited people from all walks of life to knit
the glove using recycled clothing. The inspiration for this piece came
from Tishkov’s wife, Marina Moskvina’s Story of Gloves, a children’s
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book about a lost glove that aims to teach compassion and selflessness
to a selfish, unempathetic person. Nurturing empathy, the book seeks
to help transform the merciless mindset behind events like the Russian
invasion of Ukraine. The couple’s work also highlights another key
aspect of the exhibition: it emphasizes not only avant-garde aesthetics
but also social issues, often using familiar styles such as those found in
children’s picture books to appeal to a broader audience beyond just art
professionals. By involving volunteers in his creation, Tishkov makes
participants feel that the Triennale is their own event. This was made
possible because the festival is operated by the volunteer group Koebi-
tai (Little Shrimp Brigade), managed under the umbrella of a non-profit
organization, the NPO Setouchi Koebi Network. Many visitors and locals
become volunteers after their first visit and continue to help create the
exhibition.

S S

Fig. 2. Caitlind R.C. Brown and Wayne Garrett, Conversations with Time.
Photo by Midori Yamamura.
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Canadian artists Caitlind R.C. Brown and Wayne Garrett’s
Conversations with Time (Fig. 2), located in the coastal town of Tsuda,
represents the second category. Tsuda is one of Japan’s scenic spots,
known for its pine forest. The local shrine began planting trees there
in 1600, with the oldest being more than six hundred years old. On one
of these trees, the artist couple installed hundreds of recycled eyeglass
lenses. Distorting the landscape (Fig. 3), the work heightens visitors’
awareness of the natural scenery and encourages them to rediscover the
inherent beauty of Tsuda.

Fig. 3. Caitlind R.C. Brown and Wayne Garrett’s Conversations with Time
(details).
Photo by Midori Yamamura.
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Fig. 4. Seizo Tashima. Life of N: 70 years on Oshima — A room with a wooden pot.
Photo by Midori Yamamura.

Moving from the coastal towns to the islands, especially Oshima,
where the leprosy patients’ sanatorium was built, as shown in Seizo
Tashima’s Life of N: 70 years on Oshima - A room with a wooden pot (Fig.
4), most artworks are research-based, revealing the government’s unfair
treatment of leprosy patients based on the Leprosy Prevention Law
(originally enacted in 1907 and reinforced in 1953) and the Eugenic
Protection Law (1948) and how the legal norms affected patients’ daily
lives, educating visitors about a hidden modern history. However, the
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Triennale is more than a museology of local history; art brings change
to the community. The terrain of each island varies. Mountainous and
hilly Ogijima makes accessing the artworks challenging. Still, islanders’
enthusiasm for the Triennale is already evident at the ferry station; visitors
are greeted by Spanish artist Jaume Plensa’s Ogijima’s Soul, a multilingual
cutout iron roof of the station (Fig. 5). In Ogijima, art has helped attract
migrants and former residents; as a result, the island’s only elementary
school reopened in 2014, shortly after the second Triennale (2013), serving
as a model for regional revitalization.

Fig. 5. Jaume Plensa. Ogijima’s Soul.
Photo by Midori Yamamura.

The festival, which invites visitors to explore the local topography,
history, and unique culture through contemporary art, is transforming the
islands. Shodoshima, the largest of the seven islands, is renowned for its
production of soy sauce, olive oil, and somen (Japanese angel hair noodles).
When I visited in 2023, the island’s innovative culinary scene leaned
toward Western cuisine, with a few notable Italian restaurants standing
out. However, the artworks sparked visitors’ interest in local culture,
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leading to the emergence of new eateries, such as La Cultiva (Fig. 6), which
opened this year and offers a distinctive style of Japanese cuisine made
from locally sourced ingredients. Food plays a crucial role in the Triennale,
with the guidebook recommending various eateries to visit; however,
visitors are more knowledgeable, posting their culinary experiences on
social media. The Facebook group “Setogei Fan Community” is the best
resource for information on local restaurants and ferry updates during
the festival.

Fig. 6. La Cultiva. Setouchi Fish Set of the Day.
Photo by Midori Yamamura.

Ferries, especially to popular destinations like Naoshima and
Teshima, often sell out during the Triennial. The two islands and Inujima
are part of Benesse Art Site Naoshima (BASN), which Fukutake, the
Triennale’s general producer, has been developing since 1992. Before
the waste dumping, Teshima was known for its abundant water sources.
Fukutake built the Teshima Art Museum there, where Ryue Nishizawa’s
architecture and Rei Naito’s water sculpture, Matrix, amaze visitors with
their seamless blend of architecture and nature, as well as the ongoing
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emergence and transformation of water drops on its floor. Photographing
the museum is strictly forbidden, so visitors must experience it firsthand.

The Triennale is designed for both visitors and locals, which
makes it, especially through the BASN development, stand out from other
tourism efforts. As a public-interest capitalist, Fukutake sees profit as a
means to serve the community’s well-being. The name of his company,
Benesse, is a combination of the Latin words for “well” and “being.”
Therefore, islanders are a crucial part of this 108-day event. In a sense, the
Triennale’s three categories grew alongside Fukutake’s thirty-three years
of developing Naoshima, which helped residents rediscover their shared
assets. For example, Yayoi Kusama'’s Yellow Pumpkin (1994/2022) highlights
the blue sky and sea, allowing both visitors and locals to appreciate the
island’s beauty. The Art House Project in Honmura Village, which turned
old houses into art installations, increased islanders’ awareness of their
history and culture. Among the Triennale’s venue islands, Naoshima
stands out for its beauty and cleanness, because residents understand
their resources well and actively work to protect their environment. As a
result, in 2002, Naoshima became Japan’s first eco-island. Likewise, the
Setouchi International Art Festival, by encouraging participation, helps
create a resilient community prepared for an uncertain future amid the
climate crisis.
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