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The Interpreter (Artistic) 

Names of entrants: Noriko Okaku 

Affiliation/Organisation/Company: Self Employed 

Job title(s): Artist 

 

URL: 
https://www.norikookaku.com/the_interpreter 
https://vimeo.com/167472261 
https://vimeo.com/188414751 

Summary: This work reminds viewers that there are countless possibilities for interpretation in the 

spaces created by connecting the memories (archives) of the past. 

Abstract: The project is called The Interpreter, which consists of 22 framed collages, a single 

channel animation and a set of tarot cards. It was co-commissioned by Animate Projects, D-lab and 
QUAD during a residency in Derby in 2015. 

https://www.norikookaku.com/the_interpreter
https://vimeo.com/167472261
https://vimeo.com/188414751
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Each collage work, made from etched materials, draws on the artist’s own insight of Derbyshire's 
history of industrial revolution, traditional legend and myths - spanning a myriad of symbolic imagery. 
Each collage has been turned into a card and ported as a tarot set. The intention to create a set of 
tarot cards is indicated by the title of this project. It was to provide the viewer with the continuous 
opportunity, even after the exhibition, to shuffle (or, editorially, re-edit) the story for themselves, to 
actively decipher the cards drawn by chance and recognise the existence of their own interpreted 
story. 

As well as collecting the 22 stories in Derby, the material was also adopted from photographs taken 
during a research trip to Derby and archives given by local museums. During the research, the 
director of the Derby Museum told me that in the past, etched illustrations dealing with stories and 
historical events were used in public spaces to stimulate conversation. I was convinced that etchings 
were the best material for storytelling, so I decided to use illustrations from the British Library as 
well. Since I was able to use many illustrations from British Library Flickr, and it definitely broadened 
the range of expression. 

The outcome of the interpretation depends on who, where, when, and how we read the cards. This 
fact gives us clues to get closer to revealing what our identity is. And this act suggests that even if 
the subject matter of the work is the historical events of Derby, there are various possibilities for 
interpretation and translation of any kind of stories that emerge like a constellation between the work 
and the viewer.Moreover, the project has been developed into a card-reading based a performance, 
allowing the audience to improvise and weave a story together with the artist. Perhaps the reason 
why the work continues to be exhibited and performed around the world even five years after its 
creation is because it points to the potential for interpretation and translation across cultural 
boundaries. 

Research Question: The theme of this commission was "From Analog to Digital"; it was a project 

that took place in 2015, so it was a great opportunity for me to think about what digital means to us 
as we were entering an era of transition to a digital information society. Because of this theme, I 
interpreted analog as photographic frames (like contact sheets, in this case 22 collage pieces) and 
digital as simply digital animation (no gaps between the frames). In doing so, I realised that the gaps 
between the frames are the empty places but where people can use their unique imagination to 
weave a story. 

The challenge was how to communicate that realisation. 

In order to do so, the viewer must be an active, not passive, participant. The use of tarot cards 
makes it possible to deconstruct a seemingly complete work (22 collages and animations). And it 
assist the reader to recognise their unique and individual interpretations appears by linking the 
fragments of the randomly gathered stories. This act is also similar to how we select and combine 
information to decipher it in today's information orientated society. So I wanted the audience to bring 
this experience back to their daily lives. 

Does the fact that you have your own interpretation give you an opportunity to realise that other 
people have their own interpretation as well? I thought it would be difficult to get to this point, so I 
developed it into a performance in which invites all the audience as active participant and create a 
story together. 

And from a method perspective, collage is an important keyword in this work. Collage is the act of 
deconstructing and reconstructing an existing material in a new way, thus bringing out the potential 
hidden in the material. Even when an object is considered to be finished, it always has the potential 
to create an infinite story by changing the way we look at it, which is why I think of the archive as a 
living organism. It was truly a challenge to deal with the existing archives and weave a different 
story. 
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I wasn't aware of this award so I couldn't apply for it in 2016. However, I am fortunate to be able to 
report that with this five-year delay in applying, The Interpreter continues to be displayed and 
screened as if it were still a living organism, as I intended it to be. 

How does your project showcase British Library digital content? 

The British Library's Flickr Archive was heavily used, especially Fauna, Woman of the World, 
Ships&boats, Space&SciFi and Flora. These archives were also very useful for creating textures. I 
carefully integrated photographs taken in Derby, archives received from the museum in Derby, and 
a few watercolours. 

What was your approach (methodology)? 

The commissioning period was three months. I was completely on my own with no assistant. 

My plan was to spend the first month doing research, the second month gathering materials, 
including research trips in Derby, and the third month starting the actual work on the project (making 
collage and animation) at once. 

At first I didn't know much about Derby, so I went to the British Library and researched the history 
and looking for some inspiration about the area. That's when I learned that Derby is not only the 
land of the Industrial Revolution, but also a very spiritual place. As someone who is interested in 
how to create work that stimulates the viewer's imagination, I was lucky to find a place with these 
qualities. 

My goal was to create 22 collages, so I narrowed down to selected 22 stories from many legends, 
anecdotes and history in Derby that I thought would be interesting, and then I went on a research 
trip in my second month.I decided to take a trip across the wonderful Peak District, stopping at 
museums and institutions everywhere, gathering knowledge, photographic material and 
experiences that were meaningful to me.  When I returned, I continued to organise my photos and 
archives, looking for missing material from the British Library's Flickr page to see how it related to 
my chosen stories. 

In the third month, I completed 22 collages first, and then created an animation based on those 22 
collages as a way to connect the dots. I used my imagination to fill in the gaps between each collage. 
At the same time, I started producing the tarot cards with a local printing company that was 
introduced to me by Derby QUAD. 

The procedure was to import all the materials into a digital format and process them in Photoshop. 
Once that was done, I printed each image separately on paper as collage material. I then completed 
the collage by hand, cutting out the paper and gluing it together. For the animation, I used Photoshop 
data to complete the animation in After Effects in the form of a stop-frame animation. 

Did you face any challenges, and if so how did you overcome them? 

The task of finding material from the British Library's Flickr pages has been a challenge, but an 
interesting one for me. When you're working as a collage artist, it's not easy to have a world you 
want to portray and to find the right materials to fit that image. Sometimes the material I accidentally 
found was more inspirational, and it would pull my attention to it and gave me a different narrative 
idea. In a way, it was like the British Library's materials and I were working together, improvising. I 
found that it was important to have a broad interpretive perspective in order to enjoy that 
improvisation, and I think that experience has broadened the scope of my own expression. 

This project has made me think what is the meaning of archiving in digital. I think there are some 
mythical things in digital, like eternity, that can't be confirmed in the body. It's also a place that we 
can only be reached by our imagination, and in fact, from an analog perspective, it's probably no 
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different than what we're doing with these cards. And if it is, it was an interesting realization that the 
digital felt more organic. 

Impact your project has made 

The Interpreter premiered as part of the Part and Labour exhibition at Derby QUAD in November 
2015. The animated portion of the work was shown as a single channel experimental film, starting 
at the London Animation Festival in early 2019, followed by the Oberhausen International Film 
Festival and Kassel DocFest in Germany, the UK's Encounter Film Festival, the Underwire Film 
Festival, Spain's  Barcelona Creative Commons Film Festival among other international film festivals 
around the world. Regarding Online media, it has been featured on the commissioner, The Animate 
Projects website, as well as BFI Media Player and Great Women Animators and so on. 

As for exhibitions, since Darby QUAD, it has exhibited in Japan in 2017 in a solo and group 
show.Then in 2018, a group exhibition at gallery white elephant, Berlin, Germany and Museum of 
the 20th and 21st Century, St. Petersburg, Russia, and in 2019 I presented an exhibition and 
performance at Itonami Daisen art festival, Tottori in Japan.  

The animation won an Honorable Mention at the 2017 Skip City D-Cinema International Film 
Festival, Saitama, Japan. 

Performances are regularly presented in London and Japan. Most recently I was invited to attend 
the Nordic & International Symposium of Spiritual Technologies within Creative Practices in Norway 
in February 2020. 

Background information of submitter (or team) 

Japan born UK based collage artist. Completed BA Fine art media at Chelsea College of Art and 
Design, MA Animation at Royal Collage of Art. Residing in the United Kingdom has made Noriko 
Okaku aware of the importance of initiating individuality and establishing mutual understanding of 
social diversity. Her observations consider how personal memories form into the imagination and 
how this process realizes singularity. Explorations of fictionizing, such as surrealistic and mythic 
scenery, combine with visible objects and invisible sensibilities while extending to the technique of 
collage. This presents a possibility of diversified perspectives that intends to enrich compassion 
between the self and others. Incorporating animation, audio visual performance, installation and 
everyday materials, she examines the relations and sensations between the object and observer. 

 


