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Enchanted Beanstalk is an
adhesive vinyl mural applied to
eight floors of windows, covering
11,000 square feet of glass across
the west face of the new Mott
Children’s and Van Voightlander
Women’s Hospital at the
University of Michigan Medical
Center. The design incorporates
hundreds of fanciful elements
suggesting plant, animal, insect,
and human forms, landscapes,
architectural environments, and
quirky mechanical contrivances
in strong colors and varying
scales. The designs are applied

to the interior of the windows
and are configured so that when
visible from outside they form
an intricately woven tapestry,
connected between levels
by a climbing vine and other
rhythmically sequenced elements.
The vine evokes the story of Jack
and the Beanstalk, who scrambled
up to a magical world in the
clouds, to overcame its wicked
ruler and return with the goose
that laid the golden egg.
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Late afternoon shadows
cast from window mural
onto corridor walls.
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of shelf paper collages
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My design process began with close study
of interior design details, architectural
plans and elevations, and repeated visits
to the building site while it was under
construction. The designs originated as
collages of paper fragments assembled

from hundreds of small discards, the
negative shapes I had cut out by hand
while making the adhesive shelf paper
compositions of Silence, Lunar Silence,
and There.

Detail of Adobe Illustrator
scale drawing of the
hospital clinic elevation
showing placement of
vinyl elements.

The cut paper collages were digitally
translated into Adobe Illustrator vector
files which I further manipulated on the
computer. I altered color and proportions,
reshaped and exchanged parts while
organizing them into a scale mockup of

the window units on each floor, considering
both their horizontal sequencing and the
overall view from outside. The vinyl was
fabricated by a local professional graphics
shop. I installed it with the help of an
assistant over a period of six months.
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Landscaping can soften impersonal
architecture but a massive multistory
façade is beyond the reach of trees
and bushes. Visiting the Cardiovascular
Center conservatory, Matthei Gardens,
and other indoor spaces I noticed the
soothing effect of large leaved plants.
I became conscious of my own preference
for taking in a landscape vista from within
a protective arbor. I grew up in Japan,
spent my childhood crawling on hands and
knees through our beautiful garden, spying
on my siblings from within a labyrinth of
grasses, trees and bushes. I believe there
is a basic animal instinct to see without

being seen, to view from an unexposed
protective space, which children
intuitively understand. The pillars running
through the front of the building were
perfectly situated for vines to climb, for
vegetation to frame the space between
them and provide a hiding place for small
creatures. Ivy covered buildings suggested
a beanstalk, a plant with a narrative.
A naïve child defies caution and parental
wisdom, climbs through layers of magical
worlds to defeat a monster, and returns
from his adventure with the prize that
will justify his daring and provide for a
long and prosperous life.
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Among other visual themes linking the
overall design, egg shaped elements fall
through this set of windows on the top
floor Ob-Gyn Clinic. The eggs reappear
in various guises through intervening

floors as trophies, balloons, game balls,
food, and finally as a pile of magic beans
around the base of the beanstalk at
ground level.
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Entry from public elevator

Each floor has a different visual theme and
is composed of unique image elements.
The first windows visible when emerging
from the elevator identify each level with a
bold central image and a set of simple
designs for counting the floors: nine eggs,

eight hats, seven clouds, six birds, five fish,
four cats, three treasure chests, two spiral
galaxies. Each of these first windows also
feature delicately silhouetted vegetation
and variations on a set of earthenware jars
buzzing with curious flying creatures.
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I wanted to design spaces for viewers
to occupy, not simply to look at, bringing
me closer to questions pertaining to the
practice of architecture. I relived my
childhood experience constructing
spaces scaled for myself, no grownups
allowed; and I recalled the labyrinths of
blankets and overturned chairs strewn
about our home by my own children.

In 1998 I was invited by Elizabeth
Goodenough (Residential College)
to contribute to her book and exhibition
The Secret Spaces of Childhood.
Her study explored what every child
seems to intuitively experience,
the delight in building fictive spaces,
forts, and hideouts and the centrality
of that play in developing young
creative imaginations.

Detail, Level 6
Public corridor

Detail, Level 7
Public waiting area

In designing Enchanted Beanstalk, I was
conscious that viewers would not be
casual visitors. Most would likely prefer to
be elsewhere. They would be experiencing
a range of intense, conflicting emotions:
hope, anxiety, boredom, pain, relief, fear.
In all my work, I invite viewers to pay
attention to what they are looking

at, to marvel at their own perceptual
abilities and the power of their own
imaginations. Here, where viewers come
seeking explanations for what troubles
them, a meaning in their individual
conditions, I have been asked to reexamine
my own artistic assumption that the
unexplained is always most compelling.
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Through Enchanted Beanstalk I have
learned to value a creative practice that
speaks directly to viewers within the
space of their daily lives. Rather than
occupying a demarcated perceptual and
psychological space within the white cube
of a gallery or museum, a vinyl window
mural provides an unexpected encounter,
shaped to predetermined architectural
structures but open to the changing
face of skies and seasons. Rather than
requiring special lighting to be effectively
seen within its physical environment, the
design incorporates views and reflections,
shifting qualities of light, and the
movement of viewers past the windows.

My vinyl murals use a commercial
product to subvert the dominance of
commercial discourse in public spaces,
speaking in imaginative voices that sell
nothing. Implied narratives heighten
a viewer’s experience of architectural,
geographic, and cultural locations.
The designs can be visually bold amid
the cacophony of everyday street life,
and nuanced enough to subtly inflect
a considered view. They bring attention
to windows as membranes between interior
and exterior spaces. By location alone
they highlight the interface of public and
private identities associated with places
and the people who use them.
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