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Laura Kina debuts new paintings for her first solo show at FLXST Contemporary entitled 
Holding On. Kina created these paintings while a Summer 2019 Joan Mitchell Artist-in-Resi-
dent in New Orleans.

The show features a collection of paintings of sacred, WWII memorial, and present-day mil-
itary occupied sites in Okinawa, Japan. Together, the artwork examines the intersections of 
memory, legacies of trauma, through the genre of landscape painting. Kina was inspired to 
create this series about her ancestral homeland after observing the prop roots from banyan 
trees in Okinawa and how they keep holding on, regenerating, finding new routes to persist 
and reclaim the land around them. The paintings also reference the mythology of Kijimuna 
wood spirits and other indigenous Okinawan beliefs of spirit guardians of the land and sea.

Okinawa used to be an independent Ryukyu Kingdom and was seized by Japan in 1879. Fol-
lowing the Battle of Okinawa in WWII, the US occupied Okinawa from 1945–1972. It was “re-
turned” to Japan in 1972 and is currently home to more than 70% of the US military bases in 
Japan despite being less than 0.6% of the total land mass of Japan. 

One of the many concerns resulting from the US military presence in Okinawa is the con-
struction of a replacement for the US Marine Corps Futenma base in Henoko, located in 
northern Okinawa prefecture. (Former US Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld once 
dubbed by Futenma as the “most dangerous base in the world.”) Okinawans have been ac-
tively protesting this project for over 20 years. And in February 2019, voters passed a referen-
dum by 72% opposing the Henoko base construction. Japan and the US have disregarded the 
will of the people by starting the dumping of dirt into Oura Bay in March 2019 to make way 
for two aircraft landing strips. The military land-reclamation project in Ouro Bay is destroy-
ing the sacred sea and pristine coral reefs and is critically endangering the existence of the 
dugong in the region. 

Although Kina calls Chicago home, she wants to draw awareness through her artwork to the 
beauty and deep history of Okinawa and the unfair burden that US and Japanese national 
security have placed on the people and environment of her ancestral homeland.
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On Holding On in Okinawa

Ryan Masaaki Yokota, PhD 
History Department, DePaul University

There is something unique about the land in Okinawa. This uniqueness is particularly felt 
in the southern half of the island, where its limestone structures and caves speak to a deep 
history, both sublime and palpable. Here the land is stained with the blood and bodies 
of 122,228 Okinawans, the majority of whom were civilians, killed in the Battle of Okinawa 
during World War II. These memories resonate under the edge of consciousness, making the 
ground underneath one’s feet more than just a landscape for modern-day tourists. Instead, 
the terrain serves as a site of contestation for war memories and of the colonial military 
presence and the resistance to it, all of which continue to define the Okinawan political 
present.

For those of us with ancestral connections to Okinawa as diasporic Uchinānchu (Okinawans) 
and who have had the good fortune of visiting or residing there, our connections to the is-
land continue to shape our deep sentiments for it. Laura Kina makes these connections vis-
ible in a powerful new body of paintings in Holding On, which mines ancestral memory and 
contemporary observations in equal parts. The paintings in the series reference patterns of 
Okinawan spirituality and history as well as the ways in which Japanese and American colo-
nialism have disturbed these indigenous patterns.

To speak of Japanese colonialism in Okinawa is to revive the memory of what Okinawa was 
before 1879, when Japan forcibly seized control of the then-independent Ryukyu Kingdom. 
After unilaterally deposing its king by force, Japan initiated a process of dōka, or assim-
ilation, of the Uchinānchu, which had preceded later assimilation policies in Taiwan and 
Korea. This process continued up through World War II and the Battle of Okinawa, but the 
end of the war did not bring a lasting peace. Instead, as noted by famed Okinawan musician 
Kadekaru Rinshō in his song Jidai no nagare, Okinawa went from Yamatu-yu kara Ameri-
ka-yu, from a Japanese sphere of influence to an American one. Even after the 1972 reversion 
of Okinawa from U.S. military control “back” to Japanese control, the legacy of colonial-
ism continues. Today, the Uchinānchu continue to deal with the American colonial legacy 
through heightened political protests against the new U.S. military base construction in 
Henoko. The resistance to the Henoko base marks their everyday struggle to hold on to and 
exercise their sovereignty.

Reflections of Okinawa’s wartime history set the stage for Kina’s more contemporary inter-
ventions, as seen in her paintings that speak to the tragedies of Okinawa’s wartime past. 
Mabuni (“suicide cliff”), for example, while seemingly peaceful and idyllic today, hides a his-
tory of wartime tragedy. Okinawan civilians during the war, indoctrinated in the belief that 
they would face death, torture, or worse at the hands of the invading American forces, would 
jump off the cliff face, sometimes with their children in tow, rather than be captured by 
American soldiers. Surviving film footage from the U.S. occupation forces has captured some 
of these moments, with one in particular showing a mother with her infant child strapped to 
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her back looking furtively towards the camera, before leaping to their deaths.

Chibichirigama is another site of horrific tragedy depicted by Kina, where 82 residents were 
prodded into “compulsory group suicide” as part of their patriotic duty, as detailed by schol-
ar Norma Field in In the Realm of a Dying Emperor. Having been to and inside many gama, or 
caves, in Okinawa, I vividly remember visiting this site in Okinawa and how it gave me what 
in Hawaiian pidgin is known as “chicken skin,” or goosebumps. I felt a deep sense of unease 
over this site and knew that it was a place that I could not enter. I felt in my gut that unset-
tled spirits haunted the site more than many others I had visited. This sense of apprehen-
sion is captured clearly in the eeriness of Kina’s slightly askew depiction of the memorials 
and offering sites at the mouth of the cave in her painting.

Other paintings show the contemporary side of the impact of U.S. military occupation. 
“Fence at Futenma Marine Corps Base” shows the metal barbed wire lines that stand in stark 
contrast to the blueness of the Okinawan sky. “The Widow Maker” depicts Osprey helicop-
ters, noted for the many failures and deaths associated with their development and testing. 
These Ospreys have now been deployed to Okinawa in large numbers as part of the Ameri-
can move to “modernize” their military aircraft in the region.

Last year my son and I had the chance to ride in a clear bottomed boat out in Oura Bay in 
Henoko, where we saw the vast expanse of old coral reefs. Along with the pristine ocean life 
and sea animals of the area, Oura Bay is currently an embattled and endangered landscape 
because of the new military base construction in Henoko. The paintings of “Henoko Base 
Landfill” and “Henoko Flight Path” show areas of Oura Bay that have been cordoned off for 
destruction, marked by a jagged scar in the churaumi, or beautiful sea, which is emblematic 
of Okinawan vistas. As of the writing of this essay, the Japanese government has embarked 
on an aggressive campaign to quicken the landfill in the bay. The government push for the 
landfill has trampled on proper administrative procedures as well as the marine life beneath 
the waters of Oura Bay.

However, even beyond the new base construction, Kina’s paintings “No Base” with its image 
of the lovable, but endangered, Dugong (a type of sea manatee known to reside in the bay) 
and “Henoko Protest Tent” show the continuing presence of local opposition to the base 
construction. Opposition to U.S. military bases in Okinawa has lasted for over two decades 
now, and these paintings help to connect indigenous Okinawan resistance to U.S. occupation 
with other transnational sites of indigenous resistance as seen in Kina’s painting “Mauna 
Kea” in Hawai’i. Her painting of the telescopes atop Manua Kea behind a sacred memorial 
speaks to the protests by indigenous Kanaka Maoli (Native Hawaiian) on the Big Island and 
the revival and reassertion of solidarity over the land.

Kina’s paintings point to the question of decolonization (datsu-shokuminchi-ka), which con-
tinues to be central to questions of Okinawan identity. Beyond the wartime experience and 
contemporary struggles, Kina’s work begs the question of what defines Uchinānchu identity, 
and, in doing so, her work can serve as a foundation for alternative readings of peoplehood. 
Kina begins to address these questions by looking back at the resonant ancestral memories 
embodied in sacred sites in Okinawa, starting with “Seifa Utaki.” With its clear representa-
tion of feminine spirituality, “Seifa Utaki” served as the site in Okinawan cosmology where 
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Amamikyu, mother goddess of the Okinawan islands, first arrived on Okinawa island. This 
site of Okinawan spirituality was previously the sole domain of the women priestesses of 
Okinawa who reigned in all matters spiritual and religious.

Seifa Utaki looks directly beyond Okinawa Island to Kudaka-jima, depicted by Kina in two 
paintings titled “Island of the Gods.” It is here on Kudaka Island that the heart of Okinawa’s 
spiritual practice lives. As scholar Asato Eiko has written, government authorities in Okinawa 
sought to privatize the land on Kudaka in 1903, but because of the intervention of the wom-
en of Kudaka, as the keepers of religious and spiritual-cultural practices, they succeeded in 
blocking the proposal. Kudaka Island, through their intervention, remains to this day as an 
island owned collective, without private ownership, in direct contrast to the overriding logic 
of capitalist colonial modernity. Through the intervention of the women of Kudaka Island, we 
can see examples of alternative ways in which Uchinānchu have related to and continue to 
relate to the land.

Today, as in the past, Okinawan women continue to be at the forefront of opposition to the 
new military base and in the asking of residents and members of the international commu-
nity to rethink the meaning of geopolitical security. Much as in the case of Kudaka Island, 
indigenous water protectors in Okinawa continue to wage a daily struggle to protect the 
local marine life and coral reefs that populate the waters of Oura Bay in Henoko. Kina and 
her artwork play important roles in shining light not only on past historical tragedies and 
contemporary issues that continue to reverberate in Okinawa today. Indeed, her paintings 
get at the heart of Okinawan daily life, which is the collective power of Uchinānchu fighting 
for their survival and the protection of all life in the islands today.

---

*All Okinawan names are written in the Okinawan name order, with the family name followed 
by the given name.
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