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Figure 16. November 9, 2016 (One Thousand Cranes), 2017. Interactive digital Projection 
 
 
 
Third Meditation 
 
My third and final meditation is a return to photography—three paintings based on a single 
self-portrait photograph. In this image, my eyes are cast down, in the posture of zazen. The 
painted images are the same dimensions as the first two meditations, but there is a solid border 
around each image, and no text. I wanted to photograph myself in this position not only 
because it is the posture of zazen, but also because it is an image that I can never see without 
the aid of photography. I can never look in the mirror without also looking into my own eyes, 
without confronting the self. Assuming this posture allowed me to see something that I could 
not on my own, and allowed me to give myself entirely to the camera, to resist the need to 
return the camera’s gaze.  

There is an energy in this image that the previous meditations don’t have. The casting 
down of the eyes  is an effacement of my self, as well as an evasion of the viewer, and a 
challenge to the connection that we expect when looking at portraiture. This idiom owes 
everything to zazen—not only visually, but in practice as well. It has allowed me to let go of my 
relationship with the viewer and to fully give myself to the transformational power of the 
camera, and to let go of the text, of the need to speak. 
 
With these paintings I wanted to repeat what I had learned from the previous two meditations.  
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I was interested in the psychological effect of looking at this image, fractured and repeated. I’m 
specifically interested in the relation between images as a set of three. I’m not interested in 
doubling—in repetition in binary relationship. As I worked on these paintings, the first two 
panels together created an uncomfortable, and even slightly violent dissonance between the 
two, highlighting their dissimilarities. The third painting goes beyond that duality, an hints at 
the possibility of continued repetition. Looking at these paintings, similarities and 
dissimilarities are no longer so easy to grasp, or even necessary. 

 There is still a dissonance, but the third image allows for a movement between 
images, rather than just back and forth. I wanted these paintings to grab your attention, to 
make you stop and look at them, but  I wanted the thing that grabbed your attention to be 
their subtle differences. I wanted these interventions in the conventions of portraiture to 
induce an awareness of the act of looking— an awareness of awareness.  
 

 
Figure 17. Untitled, Third Meditation, 2017. Oil, Three Panels, (14 x 22 in. ) 42 x 22 in.  
 
 
More than either of the previous meditations these new paintings get closer to the heart of Zen 
practice. This repetition is not only about challenging myself as a painter, better—forcing 
myself  to come face to face with my own work—but also about acknowledging the the 
process of imperfection and growth. As I’ve worked on these meditations, my original 
question—Could I paint a self-portrait that didn’t include my own face?—transformed into its 
inverse: Could I make a painting of my face that was not a self-portrait, and, by extension, 
Could I let go of my self by painting my face?  By structuring my paintings this way I’m trying 
to disrupt assumptions about traditional portraiture, the convention that the portrait 
represents an interior experience of the figure. I am less interested in what’s inside than what’s 
outside. (Both are illusions.) I’m interested in how the act of observation informs our 
relationships with each other—what can we know by looking, and what can we not know? 
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If I am trying to communicate anything, it is an attitude of not-knowing. With these 
paintings, I’m not trying to assert, but to equivocate, to challenge the fixity of ideas. I’m trying 
to open up a space for an undeniable presence, even in the absence of words to describe it. 
These hard rocks instruct my bones in what my brain could never grasp in the Heart Sutra, that 
“form is emptiness, and emptiness is form… The secret of the mountains is that the mountains 
simply exist, as I do myself: the mountains exist simply, which I do not. The mountains have no 
“meaning,” they are meaning; the mountains are.21 

 
In his essay What do Pictures Really* Want?,  W.J.T. Mitchell asks us to reframe the way we 
think about the power of images. Images are certainly not powerless, he writes, but they may be 
a lot weaker than we think. That is why I shift the question...from the model of the dominant 
power to be opposed, to the model of the subaltern to be interrogated or (better) to be invited to 
speak. If the power of images is like the power of the weak, that may be why their desire is so 
correspondingly strong, to make up for their actual impotence.22 

In order to understand what an image is asking us, what its power is over us, we need 
to understand that the power they want is manifested as lack, not as possession...we need to ask 
what the picture wants in terms of lack.23 If these paintings want what they lack: In their 
repetition, they want to be one, in their fragmentation they want to be whole. In their subtlety 
they want to be noticed. In their coldness they want to be alive. With eyes cast down,  these 
images want to be able to see, to engage with the viewer, to connect.  In remaining calm, they 
want to act. 
 
 
 
Koan 
 
For years I’d wished that I had a more formal Zen practice, or any formal Zen training. I’d 
wished that I’d been given a koan to practice with—a singular thing to focus on, and a marker 
to quantify how much I’d learned since I began practicing. When I came to this program I was 
trying to work through my questions by incorporating meditation structure into my creative 
practice.  Finishing the One Thousand Cranes  photographs helped me to recognize that my 
work is not just a way of working through, but also a way of posing my own questions.  
 
The face is the subject of one of the most known koans. (Show me the face you had before your 
parents were born. Show me your original face.24)I have always been drawn to the face—and the 
mirror-image—because of its paradox. In this koan, the face is a marker of the self, of the 
absolute specificity of the individual and identity, but also of the universality of the face as the 
medium of our most universal language. The face is a surface—at once mute, semantically 
meaningless 25 —and yet it is also a frame for expressing the entirety of human experience. The 
face facilitates not only our ability to communicate with one another, but our ability to 
transcend (and transgress) the bounds of the self and the other. When I look at my face in the 
mirror, or in the photograph, I feel impossibly bound, but also the possibility that through the 
visual interaction—this literal self-reflection—I might come to know myself better.  
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The face is a metaphor for both the surface of the image and the surface of the text. In my 
practice, I’m trying to ask—and to propose—the question: are images real? And if so, where do 
they exist? In a famous koan, a group of monks are observing a banner waving in the wind: Is it 
the flag that moves? Is it the wind? Neither, said Hui-Neng, the sixth Ch’an* Buddhist Patriarch 
of China: It is your mind.26  However, in a ninth century koan from China, the nun Miaoxin 
disagrees: What moves is not the wind, nor the banner, nor your mind,27 she says.  (Nothing 
moves.) 
 
In What do Pictures Really* Want?, what Mitchell suggests is like the idea of image-as-koan. If 
the image wants what it lacks, then the image is less presence than absence, less assertion than 
proposition. The koan works by subversion, by challenging our assumptions about what is real 
or what is true. The image doesn’t necessarily reward viewing with knowledge, but like the 
koan, it must be interrogated in order to yield to understanding.  
 
The finished photographs of the One Thousand Cranes are now available online in its entirety. 
In the time between completing the photographs and getting the website online, I started 
uploading the photographs onto Instagram. This was my first use of Instagram as a platform 
for showing my work, and the first work that I had posted on social media since I was in 
college. I wanted to share this work with a larger community, but I was also concerned that 
putting these images on social media was, inherently, a devaluation of the contemplative 
experience they were meant to represent. 

 I kept asking myself if I could use even this experience to further let go of idea of self—of 
ego, of popularity, of uniqueness—but this posting has nothing to do with contemplative 
experience. Photographs show what I made, not my experience making them. They confirm 
my activity, but are also a documentary work in and of itself.  I was interested in the idea that 
doing something uncomfortable to me could be an opportunity for growth. But using social 
media is an exercise in patience of a very different kind—and not every repetition affords the 
same potential for transformation. 

 
I want to see myself as nothing, says the narrator in Lydia Davis’ short story, New Year’s 
Resolution. The narrator, a student of Zen, is struggling to live up to her aspirations of 
equanimity. This is the same resolution that has guided me through years of practice. But the 
questioning of Davis’ narrator points to the deeper paradox: But how does a person learn to see 
herself as nothing when she has already had so much trouble learning to see herself as something 
in the first place? 28 
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PART III 
 
 
 
Meditation for Janet Sakamoto 
 
Over the past few years, I have been making paintings based on photographs from an old 
album I found in my grandmother’s attic the summer before she died. The photographs start 
just before her internment, at age twelve, and go through high school. Many of the 
photographs are of her, but many are of her family, her friends.  Later, in high school, many of 
the photographs are of her friends, signed, Dearest Janet,  Love Sumi. Helen. Kunio.  

 
In the last years of her life, my grandmother often asked me to help her write her life story. I 
didn’t understand why this was so important to her at the time. She had spoken so rarely, so 
reluctantly, about the past during my life—why did it matter now? And how could she have 
expected me to tell a story I didn’t know? I found this album of photographs the summer 
before she died. She had invited my parents and me to visit so that she could tell us more about 
her life, so that she could explain why she was the way she was. But when I asked her about the 
photographs, she didn’t even want to see them—she didn’t really want to remember.  

For years, I struggled to find a way to write her story. I felt guilty that I had not tried 
hard enough while she was alive, but the harder I tried the more I realized that I had never 
really known her.  
  
After her death, these photographs became a reminder to me of that guilt. In the months after 
her death, I searched through these photographs. I thought that if I looked at these 
photographs with enough compassion, I might come to understand her better. I thought that I 
might find what was needed in order to tell her story, and that I might absolve myself of that 
guilt. 

As I looked through these photographs I found myself searching for images of the 
woman I had known. Like Barthes, in Camera Lucida, this part of my story begins with the 
search for a memory validated by the photograph—for something that I knew I would never 
really find.29 Though I had no difficulty recognizing her face in these images, I found myself 
drawn most to the images of the woman whom I did not recognize. When I saw her smile in 
these photographs, I imagined a woman lighter and more carefree than the one I had known. I 
wished I could have known her then, but I know that this was a lie: the photograph makes us 
long for a memory which has never really been.  

 
I started painting from these photographs as a way of try to tell her story. I made Meditation 
for Janet Sakamoto shortly after she died, a series of six images, paired with my own writing. I 
called the piece a meditation, not because it was repetitive in the same way as my previous 
portraits, but because it required spending time. Because I expected—and did—learn through 
the process of making them. 
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Figure 21. Meditation for Janet Sakamoto, 2016. Oil on paper, with cotton twine and found wood,  43.5 x 47 in. 
 
 
This project was a personal experiment, and the paintings of my grandmother are small 
sketches, done in grisaille. In all of them, I left her face unpainted. I found that I could not 
paint her face, at so small a scale, in a way that matched the image of her that I had in my mind. 
When I looked at these blank faces, the images were so familiar to me that it felt unnecessary to 
paint her face at all. Within the empty space, I could imagine her more clearly. The loss of the 
face was a necessary step, without which I would have felt unable to paint her image at all.  

In What do Pictures Really* Want? 30, Mitchell speaks specifically about the terror 
that his students felt when he asked them to destroy the eyes in a photograph of a loved one. 
But I am not destroying anything—the photograph is still safely stored in its album—it’s the 
painting itself that is the aggressive act. So this blank space is in some way a protection, against 
that violence that the painted image may have caused against her memory.  

When I finished these paintings, the issue of this effacement was still unresolved. I 
worried that this erasure might seem aggressive, or even violent, that it removed all that is most 
unique to her and what connects me to her, and would therefore reduce her to an historical 
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anecdote. At the same time, the erasure still felt necessary: perhaps I know my grandmother 
most as a sense of loss—that her life is defined to me by her sense of removal, her lack of her 
own image, sense of self. And I am powerless to give it back. 
 
 
 
La Selva Beach/Effacement 
 
After finishing the Third Meditation, I’ve started working on new paintings based on  my 
grandmother’s photographs, but not those of my grandmother. The work that I am showing 
for the thesis exhibition is a set of three paintings of young men at La Selva Beach, just 
southeast of Santa Cruz, around 1948—Donald Yamamoto, Osamu Shimada, Earl Santo. 
These images are each 60 x 40 inches, painted on 64 x 44 inch canvas stretchers. Around each 
image is a two-inch border of gesso and raw canvas. In these paintings as well, the figures are 
effaced—here, obscured by gestural brushwork, rather than left blank. 

In the Third Meditation, the posture of the figure rejects observation and challenges 
our assumptions not just about portraiture but about our relationship to others. These 
paintings literalize the effacement suggested in the meditations—physically obscuring these 
faces with paint—and this effacement also challenges our ability to read these images as 
traditional portraits.  

 

 
Figure 20. Gerhard Richter, Familie Ruhnau, 1969 
Oil on linen, 51 in. x 78 3/4 in. (129.54 cm x 200.03 cm) 
 
 
There is a clear parallel between these paintings and Gerhard Richter’s photo paintings, 
especially the black and white paintings, blurred by his iconic brushing of wet paint across the 
canvas. With his characteristic handling of paint, Richter foregrounds the materiality of of 
paint as the surface of these images. But their extreme flatness, and the visibility of this blur 
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only  draws attention to the fact of their translation from photography. I’m interested in this 
blur, in the way that the effacement of detail paradoxically opens up the space to imagine a 
greater realism.  

Here it is not hyper-realistic detail that proves the photograph, but rather their 
uniform effacement. This blur creates a visual and figurative distance, mimicking the 
detachment of the camera, as well as the separation of time. These paintings challenge our 
assumptions about the image surface in a related way to Chuck Close, invoking a closer 
inspection, and the inevitable realization of the painting’s illusion. In a similar way, I’m trying 
to disrupt the image plane in order to draw attention to our relationship with the photograph, 
and with the past. But in my paintings this disruption is not uniform, it is singular, and 
specific. It doesn’t reduce, or equate the figures with their background, but pulls them away 
from it.  

 

 
      Figure 21. Donald Yamamoto, La Selva Beach, 2018. Oil, 64 x 44 in.  
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The act of performing this effacement is a way of deconstructing identities, or at least ideas 
about identity.  Having the paradox of the mirror image in the meditations, I’m now turning 
towards images of others, but this deconstruction is necessarily complicated by my relationship 
to these people—my grandmother, as well as these three men—and it requires a different 
idiom. 
 
When I painted my grandmother’s photographs, I didn’t initially intend to leave her face 
unpainted. And when I began these images I was surprised to find the same discomfort. I was 
drawn to the images of my grandmother in relation to how much they reminded me of her, 
how much I missed her, and how much I wished for something different, something lost. But I 
have no relationship with either these names or these faces. Their story may be tangential to 
my own, to my grandmother’s, but theirs are stories over which I can claim no ownership. 

What makes me uncomfortable then, is not that the painted image is incapable of 
corresponding to memory—I have no memory—but rather that there is still something I see in 
the photo that does not translate into paint, something I’m looking for which the the photo 
does not satisfy and which is asserted in that translation. There is a  spontaneity, and an 
innocence, in these faces, that feels inappropriate, improper even, to labor over. Then again, 
like my grandmother’s image, I am drawn to these images by a sense of longing. Perhaps, still, a 
longing to understand her story, my story, but more specifically, the story that is embodied in 
these specific figures. I am interested in my own relationship with these figures, and the extent 
that I see myself in them.  
 
I am drawn to these images as much by what I know as by what I don’t know. They present 
both an object of desire and a reminder of trauma—of something lost—and between the two, 
the possibility of the unknown. Aside from their names, I know nothing about the men in 
these photographs except from what I can infer. La Selva Beach. 1948. I am drawn to these 
images not because of what they once meant, but because of what they still mean.  And my 
interest has less to do with what I know, than with what I can imagine. Who are these young 
men? Did my grandmother take these photographs? And if so, was she looking at them for the 
same reasons that I am looking at them now? 
 
In my practice, the essential quality of the photographic image is this impossible longing—the 
illusory, always, always, longing to be real. The translation of the photograph into paint is an 
attempt to real-ize this illusion. In a way, the photograph is realized through the act of 
painting, realized in the movement of the body and its internalization, but the painting itself is 
no less illusory. Even though the paint medium is a more tangible presence than the flatness of 
the photograph, the image itself is still distant, ungraspable.  

The photograph is a denial then, as well. The photograph denies my ability to realize 
it. The photograph also denies my ability to connect with the people they represent, to truly 
understand their experiences. Whereas my very first self-portraits relied on the specificity of the 
face in order to communicate, here the specificity of the of the face denies my access.   
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   Figure 22. Osamu Shimada, La Selva Beach, 2018. Oil, 64 x 44 in. 

 
 
The erasure is, perhaps, a response to that denial. The erasure isn’t a solution, but, like in the 
Third Meditation, a form of equivocation. This effacement appears as a vandalism, or a 
wound, but it is also a marker of trauma and loss. These marks are disruptions, as if on the 
surface of the photograph, which deny our access at the same time as they draw us further in. 
Though these marks may seem to be erasing their identities (their specificity), the act of 
effacement only draws more attention to what has been erased. The figures in my paintings are 
already anonymous—their identities have already been stripped away by time. The erasure is a 
violence, but a violence that calls attention to the history of violence that lies beyond its 
surface. The effacement is a koan: it may be an empty space, but it is an empty space that is still 
a deliberate act of mark-making.  
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    Figure 23. Earl Santo, La Selva Beach, 2018. Oil, 64 x 44 in.  

 
 
Since I started meditation practice I have mainly been painting small images. The La Selva 
Beach paintings are the largest that I’ve made, and the size of these new paintings has presented 
the opportunity to engage with the canvas on a more physical level—painting with more of my 
body, and incorporating more looseness of gesture in the final image. My previous, smaller 
paintings, are rigid by comparison. I felt like I needed this rigidity in order to get at the 
detachment of meditation, but the purpose of meditation is to create space for this freedom, 
this spontaneity, not simply to push it away. Joan Mitchell described her painting as riding a 
bike with no hands,31 and there is so much pleasure in allowing myself to give into the looseness 
of painting—its natural resistance to control—and finding a new sense of freedom in that 
letting-go.  
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When I stopped painting from photography a few years ago, it was in part, because I 
could not then answer this question: What does the painting do that the photograph does not? 
What does painting add that the photograph does not already have? The answer is not so 
much in either medium, but in the space between them, and in the translation from one to the 
other.   
What is added in the translation from photograph to paint is the painted surface. (And this is 
what is lost when the painting is translated into photograph.) In my practice, photography has 
been an invaluable method for distancing myself from the world. The photograph settles the 
perceptual experience within a flat surface. The gesture of painting unsettles, disrupting that 
flatness. The photograph can activate a narrative imagination, but the painting opens up a 
perceptual one.  
 
 
 
A Tale for the Time Being 

 
My Japanese-American heritage has become an increasingly important part of my work over 
the last few years, as I’ve spent time reckoning with this history. And as I’ve deepened my 
meditation practice, I’ve become more interested in Japanese history as well—culture, 
aesthetics, philosophy. The One Thousand Cranes project felt to me like an embrace of 
traditions and heritage that had previously been unimportant in my life.  
 
I’ve written and spoken about how important origami is as a reminder of my grandmother and 
of my past. But one of the ironies of the project is that my grandmother never taught me how 
to fold origami. She gave me paper and books of instructions, but I never saw her fold origami. 
My family, too, has never practiced Zen Buddhism. My father and Grandparents grew up 
going to Buddhist church in San Jose, but this was a Jodo Shinshu, a Pure Land, Buddhist 
church, far removed from the austerity of Zen practice.  

I do not know how much claim I have to these traditions. And it is frustrating to have to 
ask these questions of myself: To what extent am I appropriating these traditions for my own 
use? To what extent can I say that I am trying to reclaim a tradition that’s been lost—or that I 
have been ripped away from? And how useful is it even to ask the question, to differentiate 
between the two? 

 
After re-reading the novel again recently, I realize that the idea of folding cranes from 
newspaper was surely inspired by Ruth Ozeki’s A Tale for the Time Being. The two main 
characters are Naoko, or Nao (NOW) Yasutani, a sixteen-year-old who grew up in Sunnyvale, 
CA, my own hometown, now adjusting to life in Tokyo, and Ruth Ozeki herself, a 
Japanese-American woman writing from her home in the Pacific Northwest. Throughout the 
story we meet Nao’s great-grandmother, a Zen Buddhist nun, and her father, an hikikomori 
who spends his time folding laborious and complex origami insects from the pages of The 
Great Minds of Western Philosophy.  

I was fascinated by the poetry of this fictional origami the first time I read it. But also 
remember thinking that he might have been better off if he had been folding from Lao-Tzu, 
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rather than Nietzsche. I don’t think it was helping him find the meaning of life,” Nao says 
about her father, “ but at least it gave him a concrete goal, which counts for something. I believe it 
doesn’t matter what it is, as long as you can find something concrete to keep you busy while you 
are living your meaningless life.32 

 
 

 
Writing/Past/Present 
 
What my grandmother wanted most—what she needed most—was to be able to tell her own 
story, to be able to make sense of the past. For so many reasons she was unable to do this, and 
so she was never able to move forward, unable to forgive, unable to grow. I understand now 
that she asked me for help not simply because she was demanding, but because she trusted me 
to find the words, to understand.  

Throughout my life, writing has been a method for me to help understand myself and 
my work.. I write in a journal regularly, as a self-reflective practice.  I write privately and I write 
selfishly. I write not in order to get something out of myself, but to get something out of the 
practice—to receive some gift, some insight, without having to work for it, without even, 
really, being there. The pleasure—the gift—of listening to myself speaking rather than the 
burden of having-something-to-say, of knowledge-without-thinking. But my relationship to 
words, and to writing, is complicated, and I have struggled to find the words to talk publicly 
about my work.  

 
When I came to this program I knew that writing the thesis would be the biggest challenge for 
me—not because I don’t know what to say, but because I have too much. It’s hard to know 
where to start, or where to end. Writing this thesis has been a learning process—learning to 
speak more directly, to stop pointing at empty spaces. I’m glad that the writing, as well as the 
work, has been an opportunity for self-reflection. 

Within the past two years, meditation practice has allowed me to find myself in the 
present moment. I’m excited about where my work is going, but also recognizing that the 
present, and the future, cannot exist without the past—without the ability to look back, to 
understand where I’ve come from. 
 
The Buddhist path is not only a repetitive practice but a recursive one. So much of my creative 
and spiritual practice is about doing things that I have already done, of doing things over and 
over,  in order to see, and in order to show, how much has changed. 

 
In The Argonauts, Maggie Nelson writes about the recognition of this repetition—the pleasure 
of recognizing that one may have to undergo the same realizations, write the same notes in the 
margin, return to the same themes in one’s work, relearn the same emotional truths, write the 
same book over and over again—not because one is stupid or obstinate or incapable of change, but 
because such revisitations constitute a life.33 

 

 



 
 

31 

In Silence, his book of collected writings, John Cage shares a story from his teacher, and scholar 
of Zen Buddhism, D.T. Suzuki: Before studying Zen, men are men and mountains are 
mountains. While studying Zen, things become confused. After studying Zen, men are men and 
mountains are mountains. After telling this, Dr. Suzuki was asked, “What is the difference 
between before and after?” He said, “No difference, only the feet are a little bit off the ground.” 34 
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