
EXFORMATION 
A New Information Format 

Graduation projects at Musashino Art University, 

Deparrment of Science of Design 

Making the World Unknown 

What constantly invigorates the human mind is the unknown; we aren't ani

mated by what we already know, but we're eager to make the world known. 

In today's context, in which media continues to evolve, every event and phe

nomenon processed into information circulates with high density at high 

speed. By constantly keeping in touch with those pieces of information, people 

continue to replace the unknown world with identified events and phenom

ena. To know something is to impregnate the senses with an inspirational 

vital, exciting experience. Yet, because the information supply has exceed 

critical mass, at some point unbeknownst to us, knowledge ceased function
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This is a composite of a full-scale asphalt road and the surface of a river. 

Through this simulation, we experience the terrain as well as the movement 

of the river with a reality beyond our expectations. 

ing as a medium to activate thought and piles of information, like seeds not 

germinated, were reduced to an ambiguous condition; we can't tell whether 

they're dead or alive. 

So then, shouldn't we make the world unknown? I decided to pose 

the question to my university students. I coined the term "exformation" as half 

of a conceptual pair, the other half being "information." Exformation doesn't 

mean "making known," but "understanding how little we know." 

The project featured in this chapter covers research I conducted 

with students at the Musashino Art University in Tokyo. The practice concen

trated on the theme of communication while turning on the idea of exforma

tion. I have long thought that raising questions is more important than giving 
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answers. Creativity is to discover a question that has never been asked. If one 

brings up an idiosyncratic question, the answer he gives will necessarily be 

unique as well. In this sense, I will be happy if this project helps my readers 

question anew the meaning of knowing as well as understanding, and the es· 

sential identity of communication. 

Putting a Full Stop to Thinking 

Modern people frequently remark, "I know, I know." I don't know why, but 

it's always said twice. When the topic is the architect Le Corbusier (188/· 

1965), they'll say, "I know, I know," When the white tiger at the Delhi Zoo 

comes up in conversation, they'll say, "I know, I know." Whether the subject i5 

the design of the restroom at the new bar at Piccadilly Circus, the spa servi 

at the new hotel in Chiang Mai, or the glistening hologram sticker on ]apa . 

recently issued currency, I'm haunted by this feeling that as soon as I eVe! 

start to mention it, I'm going to be answered, "I know, I know." Are peop 

today blessed with some great store of knowledge? Well, we do spend eve'1 

day in contact with loads of information. With the development of the med
o 

and its vigorous news coverage, it's like the surface of every occurrence a 

phenomenon in the world is mowed into tiny particles of information, whi 

fly about piecemeal, like cut grass, in media space. Willingly or not, our brai 

are obliged to keep in constant touch with these pieces of information. As a 

suit, innumerable portions of segmented knowledge have stuck to our br . 

This accretion would be all right if it incited further interest, as a kind of in 

ligence index, but objective observation shows that we only talk about the 

that we've brushed against the information; we seldom get any more invol 

in the topic. The remark "I know, I know" puts an end to our conversa 

like ringing down the final curtain on thought. 

372 I 373 



en asked. If one 

iU necessarily be 

helps my readers 

ding, and the es

,'t know why, but 

orbusier (1887

.u rhe Delhi Zoo 

~ther rhe subject is 

[he spa service 

i ker on Japan's 

soon as I even 

now." Are people 

do spend every 

Dem of the media 

occurrence and 

rmation, which 

iT not, our brains 

[marion. As a re

:k to our brains. 

a kind of intel

~lk about the facr 

y more involved 

ur conversarion. 

Acquiring Knowledge Is not the Goal 

"I've heard the new China Central Television building in Beijing will be de

signed by the Dutch architect Rem Koolhaas." "I know, I know. Jacques Her

zog is working on the construction project of the Olympic stadium, isn't he?" 

"He's from the architects' group Herzog & de Meuron, isn't he? They built 

the Prada building in Tokyo." "I know, I know." "The Prada shop in SoHo 

was designed by Rem Kooll1aas." "I know, I know." "As I recall, next month a 

gallery in Ginza is going to hold an exhibition featuring the works of Antony 

Gormley." "He's a sculptor who uses the human body as the basis for metal 

casts, isn't he?" "Olafur Eliasson's work, which I saw at the Hara Museum of 

Contemporary Art, was just wonderful, too." "Ah, I've seen his rainbowlike 

installation." "That's an early work, entitled' Beauty'." "Its motifs are natural 

phenomena like light and wind." "Fantastic. I'm impressed by your knowl

edge. You are well informed about sweets, too." "Oh, you're talking about 

the Geppei moon cake from Shanghai, right? That was delicious, wasn't it?" 

"I know. I know it was from Shanghai. There was an article about it in a mag

azine and I bragged to my friend that I had eaten the sweet featured there." 

As a conversation, it seems to be proceeding quite pleasantly. The 

topics are varied and rich in knowledge. However, because the "I know" 

remark is expressed with a tinge of accomplishment, it functions as a prompt 

for the conversation partner to move on, or a way to introduce knowledge on 

another topic, or the end of one topic and an invitation to switch to another. 

The person providing the topics only introduces facts. So in the conversation, 

in which each side transmits "I know" information in turn, the conversation

alists never actually intersect. The example I used is a bit extreme, but we're 

all plenty familiar with this kind of dialogue. 

Basically, knowledge is no more than an entrance to thought. To 

converse is to exercise one another's thoughts by beginning with a trifling 

piece of knowledge and speaking about it together. By ingeniously mingling 

fragments of knowledge with dialogue and speculation, we are able to come 
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up with heretofore-unknown images and ideas. To know something is n 

a goal, but a starting point for our imagination. Even so, as is symbolized b) 

the habitual "I know" conversation, somewhere along the Jine we've run of 

the rails that lead knowledge to imagination, and have completely halted th 

train of thought. The information-dispatch side is engrossed only with thrO\~

ing broken pieces of information at the recipient, and the recipient has begun 

to consider catching information as the goal. Evading the troublesome work 

inquiring into it, we have become devoted to a game of "information catch."" 

I wonder if this is where the problem of stagnating creativity in communica

tion lurks. 

Making an Entrance for Curiosity 

Here's another thing. Let's try imagining not a conversation, but somethin 

in our immediate surroundings: information design. Take the example of 

guidebook, something from which we gain necessary information for travel 

Let's call it "The Smart Guide to Exploring New York." The tag line is, "Wi 

this, you'll be a New Yorker by tomorrow." In this guidebook targeting ex 

rienced travelers who plan to travel to New York alone, a mass of informati ... 
is rationally edited and combined for handy reference. 

The first pages describe the options for air service to New Yo 

from your nearest international airport. These are followed by the introd 

tion of two airports, La Guardia Airport and John F. Kennedy Internation 

Airport, as well as access to midtown, etc. Details are provided on the use 

and fares for transportation-taxis, buses and subways. After the curren 

exchange rate comes information on accommodations, and a graph of avera 

temperatures and basic tipping conventions. Accommodations are classifi 

by the number of stars, ranging from ultraluxury hotels to budget lodgin 

A number of pages are assigned to dining information, delineating even 

interiors, as well as detailed price lists, extending from famous restauran 

where they serve seafood or steak, to recommended shops and restaur 
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in Chinatown and Little Italy, and includes restaurants featuring the cuisine 

of Scandinavia, Japan, India, Mexico and France, as well as fast-food joints, 

popular delis and bagel shops, and restaurant store-fronts, where you can even 

order take-out soup. You can .find information on shopping by area and street. 

Of course, the map section is succinctly compiled and designed for quick com

prehension. Furthermore, information 011 cultural facilities like art galleries 

and museums has all the bases covered, including musicals and concerts cur

rently in performance, nightspots and even recommended spas. There is also 

a report on recent SoHo news or the activities at new Midtown galleries, in 

response to readers' expectations for the latest information. In addition, the 

appendix includes reader-recommended routes for strolling and suggested jog

ging courses in Central Park. 

It was the information architect Richard Saul Wurman who said, 

"The goal of information design is to empower the user." I basically agree 

with his view and am sure that an efficiently compiled guidebook must serve 

as a precious navigation tool for sightseers in New York. They would visit 

alternative spaces in Midtown with this guidebook in hand. They would get 

to know New York by eating a bucket of mussels at the South Street Seaport, 

picking up a few things at some museum shop, roaming around SoHo. Home 

again, before long they would bounce through a conversation centered on 

questions about their experiences in New York. 

"Did you buy spices at Dean and Deluca?" "Did you see the amaz

ingly gorgeous kitchens and baths at the Boffi showroom? Did you try a hot 

stone massage?" "Did you see Karim Rashid's furniture in that Midtown in

teriors shop?" "Did you go to the new MoMA?" 

Probably you too can imagine how happily their conversation 

swings along through its unlimited supply of I knows. They toss questions to 

one another, each to be answered by "I know, I know." Behind their conversa

tion is a perceptible satisfaction in the understanding that they have success

fully replaced the pre-travel guidebook lessons with actual experience. It goes 

without saying that this kind of conversation has to be enjoyable in a way. 
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To these people, traveling is "sightseeing," period. Their desire is to see expect

ed scenes. We cannot say that a serious documentary approach is of higher 

quality than the approach of these people in just looking for what they expect. 

However, would it be possible, by bluntly disregarding the cycle 

of exchanging already known information, the "1 know" cycle, to create a 

guidebook that would act as an "entrance for curiosity," one that would help 

readers sense a fresher, unknown New York? 1suppose it would be something 

that in the end does not make New York known, but rather awakens us qui

etly, yet thoroughly, to the truth of how little we know about the metropolis 

of New York. 

The Process of Making Things Unknown 

Is it possible to communicate not by "making known," but by "making un

derstood how little we know"? If we can recognize that we know so little, a 

method for finding out how little we know will become clear as well. As the 

Greek philosopher Socrates remarked, "The only true wisdom is in knO\~

ing you know nothing." There are an infinite number of methods to attain 

knowledge; finding the right method is up to the individual. This single idea 

throws conventional communication methods into reverse. I call this metho 

"exformation," as a counterpart concept to "information." "In" is to "ex·' 

as "inform" is to "exform." In other words, I want to speculate on the form 

as well as the function of information, not for making things known, but for 

making things unknown. 

The "in" of "information" is an affix. Attached to the beginniu' 

of a word, sometimes it adds a negative implication. But in most cases, it in

tensifies the root meaning, or adds meanings like "directed within, on an 

toward." This is the case with "inform." The word "form" means to shay•. 

organize, or arrange in order, but implies the movement vector involved i 

taking a definite shape. Accordingly, "inform," with the background meanin 

"giving a certain form," carries meanings like, "to make known," "to teU. 
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peer	 "to imbue (with a feeling)." Then, in noun form, "information," it takes on 

her	 meanings such as communication, knowledge, information and scholarship, 

and further refers to the service of giving information, as in "information 

booth." In the word "exformation," the prefix is changed from "in" to "ex," 

reversing the meaning of "in." The meanings of "ex" include "not," "out of," 

"outside," "eliminated," "prior" and others. This is the source of the concept 

of converting the known to the unknown. Notice that "exterior" is already 

UI- widely used as the counterpart to "interior," so my coined term, "exforma

Ii tion," may well make sense to the general public. 

After I demonstrated the idea to the students, we looked for a theme through 

form which to practice exformation. Any theme will do, be it the Orient Express, 

ur for the Champs-Elysees, water, a refrigerator, or a honeymoon; anything we 

make light of with preconceptions, thinking to ourselves, "Yeah, it's prob

nnlng ably like this ... " is a potential theme. We talked over a lot of possibilities 

• )[ In and settled on the famous Shimanto River, known as one of Japan's clearest 

n and and most beautiful waterways. Because the Shimanto River is acknowledged 

shape, throughout our country but is not world famous, I would like to explain a 

\ed in little about it. Japan is a country more than 90% of whose landmass is cov

109, ered in mountains and at the same time, a country full of sharply inclined 

rell," and fast-flowing rivers. 
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If you look at a map in which only the rivers are drawn in detail, 

the land of Japan looms so clearly that the rivers appear to cover the coun

try like capillaries. Protecting these rivers from environmental pollution has 

been an issue for a long time. Under these circumstances, the Shimanto River 

has attracted nationwide attention as an uncontaminated and precious limpid 

waterway. The river is special for the number of fish found there, and many 

people in the surrounding areas depend on fishing for a living. In Japan today, 

our consciousness about environmental preservation is heightened, so this lo

cation has garnered sincere attention. It's situated on the frontier, on the island 

of Shikoku, so not that many people take the trouble to visit, but a popular TV 

documentary, "japan's Last Clear River," helped impress the audience with 

the area's untouched wilderness. So we could easily imagine that when people 

hear "Shimanto River," a vague image engendering a vague comment of pre

conception, "Ah, I know what kind of place it must be," springs to mind. 

I had been ro the Amazon, the Sahara, and even to the Iguazu Falls 

on the Argentina-Brazil border, but had never visited our own Shimanto Riv

er. Nor had any of my students been there, although they could all conjure up 

a preconceived image of it; so we had our theme. Probably every country has a 

river or two that meet the same criteria. If you were to imagine a familiar clear 

river in your country, you wouldn't find much of a difference between it and 

the one we were going ro visit. But, being only 200 km long, it's not as large in 

scale as the Amazon, the Mekong or the Rhein. 

Field Research 

Our project may be supported by abstract thought, but realization demanded 

awfully practical processes. To conduct field research in the Shimanto River 

basin, we gathered in a small village in the western region of Kochi Prefectur 

at the end of August. We were careful to avoid the holiday festivities, wait

ing till our target quieted down a bit. We rented an old house to stay in and 

one of our local collaborators also provided his workshop for us to lodge in. 
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We divided into several teams and began our research, but the weather forced 

us to return to Tokyo for a time. 

This year Japan was hit by twice as many typhoons as usual. Most 

of them made land in Kochi Prefecture, which functions like a kind of wel

coming gateway for typhoons headed to Japan. Particularly at the end of Au

gust, Kochi is like a typhoon intersection; as soon as one passes, another one 

hits. Over the Shimanto River, there are 21 "sinking bridges" (chinka-bashi), 

so named because when the river rises dUring various disasters, including ty

phoons, these bridges are completely submerged. 

The edges of the bridges are rounded, like the wings of airplanes, 

and they are designed to stand up to the water's flow, interrupting the veloc

ity of the current below the surface. They are equipped with neither handrails 

nor parapets. The people of this region might well have built taller bridges that 

would never be submerged, but that would hardly be attuned with the scen

ery, and would appear rather dreary. So even though it means putting up with 

some inconvenience, they have chosen to maintain the sinking bridges, which 

beautifully partition the entire basin, from the upper reaches to the lower. 

We placed some of our research bases on the bridges, so when the 

river rose and the bridges sank below the surface, we were forced to abandon 

our research for a time. We came to the project with some understanding that 

these sinking bridges apparently are submerged now and then, but we didn't 

foresee how frequently they would sink. They certainly went under easily! 

It was in the beginning of October that we returned to the river 

after having experienced several typhoons since our first visit. My students 

had polished their plans for this second visit and so did a fine job carrying 

out the fieldwork on their own. 
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THE PROJECTS 

Here's how the first year of the exformation project took shape as the "Exfor

mation Shimanto River." 

Simulations--If the River Were a Road 
Produced by Shinsaku lnaba, Sousuke Matsushita and Hirofumi Mori 

This team worked on image simulations. Their final plan concentrated on 

creating composites of asphalt roads on the water's surface by taking pic

tures of various scenes up and down the river. Our memory of the size and 

texture of a familiar object functions as a measuring stick by which we can 

infer the size or shape of something new or unknown to us. The photograph 

of a dinosaur fossil next to a cigarette pack sets up a standard for the fossil' 

dimensions. The same is true of our memories of asphalt roads. Without real

izing that we're committing anything to memory, by virtue of repeated expe

riences of moving down the road in a car, we recall 

the textures of road surfaces, the width and length 

of the white line, and the margin between the lanes. 

These memories seems ambiguous yet are more pre

cise than we expect. The white lines on the road ac 

not only a boundary but also act as a scale of per

ception, helping the driver sense his own speed an 

the distance between his car and the car in front of him, from the speed and 

changing pitch of the lines moving along in his field of vision. This team con

centrated on the asphalt road as an object with which to measure the environ

ment and used it as material for a visual rhetoric with which to illustrate 

reality of the Shimanto River. 

At its head, the river's current has the width of a white line on thl 

road, soon growing to that of a one-lane road. As soon as it comes to thl 

middle reaches, it suddenly begins to meander. Because the river is expre 
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These composites are laid upon the surface of the water. The rop photo depicts the headwaters. 

The width of the white line shows the scale of the water. The images of the asphalt roads and 

the white lines serve as yardsticks ro measure the dimensions and the terrain of this environment. 
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as a road, this winding makes us feel as if we were turning a steering wheel or 

a car. The number of lanes increases in the middle reaches and the dam acro 

the river looks like a parking lot. Finally, near the mouth of the river emer 

120 lanes; this is an astounding sight. 

Thanks to the illustrative rhetoric, we experience the terrain as well 

as the dimensions of the river with a reality exceeding our expectations. Here i 

generated a reality so fresh and vivid that it awakens us to the fact that we have 
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never seen the river in quite this way. That is, the incompatibility between these 

aggressive images, in which man-made objects (roads) are placed within nature, 

attracts our attention and helps fix the river firmly in our memory. Because of 

the nature of the images, though, we don't so much remember the river's shape 

as have it etched into our brains. The color photos shown here are those taker: 

before the superimposition of the road's surface on the water's. They leave only 

the impression of a beautiful river. I would like you to compare the impression 

you get from these pictures and from the simulations. 
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Footprint Landscape--Stepping on the Shimanto River 
Produced by Kyoko Nakamura, Kazuko Nomoto and Kaori Hashimoto 

This team documented the Shimanto River viewed through footprint-sha 

windows. They photographed the ground-level Shimanto River landsca 

through a full-scale footprint-shaped mask of black acrylic. By reconfiguring 

photographs of a tremendous number of footprint-shaped ground surfaces, t 

present the full range of sensory experiences available to us at the riversi 

The ground is cut into the shape of a footprint because, altho",_ 

the visual representation is done with photographs, this team's approach' 

stimulate, through the sense of sight, the tactile perception one senses frt 

the ground when walking barefoot. When we see an image of a fish exhibi 

in an ordinary square-framed photograph, we concentrate only on th 
itself. Put the fish in a footprint-framed photograph and we become very

scious of the fish as an object to be stepped on. When an object is shown \' 
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a suggestion of the passage to be sensed (unlike a photo showing the ground 

in its entirety and implicating no definite intention), we reflexively simulate 

this suggested act within our consciousness. The fish presented as an object 

to be stepped on will arouse a conglomerate of whirling senses, including our 

tactile perception. If this were instead a fish on a plate, other sensory percep

tions would be aroused. I've mentioned this interrelation of the senses in the 

"Haptic" chapter. In short, this team's unique perspective is that it tried to 

present the river as an object to be stepped on. 

I think a method for realistically portraying the sense of touch will 

evolve hand in hand with the sophistication of technology, but the research 

done by this team artlessly foretells the future of haptic interaction. 
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Picking Up 
Produced by Akari Ohno and Asako Tadano 

Litter, or fragments of the man-made, is scattered in every quarter of the 

world. Whether we're on the summit of Chomolungma (called Mount Everest 

in the West) or at the bottom of the Mariana Trench, there's no escaping the 

spread of the man-made. And so a point of view that looks not for the exis

tence of litter, but for the type of litter, and how the Jitter is left, is a viable 

means of becoming acquainted with our target location. 

This team worked to depict the Shimanto River by patiently gather

ing the man-made objects discarded on its banks and coolly analyzing them lik 

a team of scientific criminal investigators. They gathered samples in the neigb

borhoods of the 21 sinking bridges. First, they photographically chronicled each 

littered spot and then gathered the photos. Then they objectively rearrange! 

the data, including the types of man-made objects, the amount of time that had 
lapsed since they were discarded, the degree of change due to wear and tear, an 

the conditions of the objects' contact with natural objects like stones and sand. 

To avoid any misunderstanding, I would like to add that this ap

proach has nothing to do with the concept of pointing out that this beaurifu 
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clean river is contaminated with ,garbage. Just as I pointed auf in the ..road 
i -. 

simulation story, without even f(~alizing it, we become conscious of the details 

of the litter in our immediate environment and remember them. That is, with

out even being conscious of the process, we become familiar with the location 

and other information about litter on the streets in our neighborhood or along 

our local riverbank. Thus, by closely examining its litter afresh, we can paint 

a portrait of the river's individuality. This team approached the river by anal

ogy, eliminating both its shape and riverscape, and deciphered it through the 

sole aspect of its litter. 

Those of us who live in the city see the litter of the Shimanto River 

as somehow less vivid and something that has already half returned to nature. 

Even though man-made, these articles of trash are physical objects destined to 

return to nature within a larger cycle, and so they really speak of the elements 

of the interrelation between the man-made and nature. In one sense, a river is 

a mechanism that decomposes garbage and returns it to nature. I would like 

you to concentrate on the objects these students have gathered without seeing 

the man-made as in opposition to nature. 
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The Shimanto River Cut into a Cube 
Produced by Aiko Yoshihara 

Just as in the litter-gathering study, observations were done from the bridges; 

Aiko Yoshihara took photos from each one, and then turned the Shimanto 

River into information by recomposing the photos into a regular hexahedron, 

a cube. More precisely, she placed the camera on three points of each bridge 

(both sides and center) and photographed the scenery in six directions (for

ward, backward, right, left, up and down), with forward referring to the lower 

reaches of the river. These photos were affixed to the six facets of a cube. The 

idea is to let us experience the river through handling the cubes; we can ar

range them as a reproduction of the scenery from the bridges where they wer 

created, in 21 rows of three cubes each, or play with them like building blocks, 

placing them in random groups. 

When expressed as the lineup from upper to lower reaches, the 

blocks entail a perfect mixture of the consistency of images and the abstracr 

quality of scenery reorganized into a cube, and become a mysterious, semi

abstract, semi-tangible object. However, once we understand the rules of the 

photography, we can maintain a perspective on the river that gives us a con

sciousness of both consistency and inconsistency that differs from conven

tional photographic expression. 

The expression as random aggregates of cubes that is created when 

we actually play with them like building blocks allows us a heretofore un
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Translating the cubes and photos affixed to the six facets 

of each cube into movement, the blocks are piled and 

arranged. The image of the existing river is slowly broken 

up and reassembled. 

known experience: physical contact with the images of the river as well as 

"chance," a context completely different than that of looking at a book of 

photos. This quiet abstraction and dissimilation of the Shimanto River, with 

whose image we thought ourselves familiar, is one example of exformation. 

As a by-product of the project, a volume called "Chinka-bashi no Hon" (The 

Book of Sinking Bridges)" was also produced, featuring images of the 21 

bridges photographed and edited according to a set of fixed rules. 

Six Days Alone: The Document 
Produced by Kouichirou Uno 

This project was an attempt to express the Shimanto River by objectively 

recording the experience of staying there. The approach was to portray the 

river through the medium of a flesh-and-blood human being who is not fa

miliar with it. 

To do this, Uno erected a tent in one location and stayed there for 

six days. He planned to obtain his sustenance (except drinking water) by fish

ing the river. It was his first contact with this river and he had no prior experi

ence with either camping by a river or fishing in one. He was going to catch 

fish with nothing but a fishing kit he bought in Tokyo for about 1,000 yen 

(eight US dollars or six euros). Thanks to the cooperation of locals living near 

his tent site, he learned-and put into practice-both fishing methods and the 

fundamentals of associating with the river. 
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Surpassing his expectations, Uno was able to increase his daily 

catch, and he was able to secure all of his food from the river. In his documen

tary record, he expresses the number and type of fish caught as a graph. The 

report includes objective facts such as the recipes he used to cook them and 

the change in his own weight. He narrates his daily experiences as a mono

logue. Reading through this account, we recognize the atmosphere and feel as 

if it is we who have begun a life on the banks of the Shimanto River. The ex

istence called "an individual" is certainly an idiosyncratic being, with various 

experiences, tastes, and strong and weak points, but for the reason that this 

single human being is a human, I wonder if he is able to act as a deputy sen

sor, having, on the behalf of others, the experience of many people. Speaking 

from this perspective, we can consider this document an attempt to gauge the 

Shimanto River with the measure known as "a person." The intervention of 

the experience of one individual relates the Shimanto River's existence in an 

extremely lifelike manner. 

In addition to these examples, the project included three other 

attempts to "exform" the Shimanto River: making a book of continuous, suc

cessive photos of the water's surface; expressing the river through composite 

layered visuals, as if viewed through the compound eyes of an insect; and 

portraying the river by interviewing the people living nearby. 

Here I conclude my presentation of the Shimanto River Exformation 

project. The students' research was compiled in a book, which demonstrates 

a particular kind of editing that is in a completely different league from that 

of conventional guidebooks or monographs. 
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