
29december 2014 |  luxury las vegas

WELCOME TO THE WONDERFUL
WHIMSICAL WORLD OF SUSH MACHIDA

by cindi r. maciolek

Made in
JAPAN

Sush Machida’s work is bigger than life. The top painting is entitled 
“Strawberry Chocolat” and the bottom piece is called “Orange.”  
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What do bass fishing, 
snowboarding and painting 
have in common? They’re 

all wrapped into one amazing package called 
Sush Machida.

Amid the watchful tigers and the cuddly 
goldfish, the swirling waves and the fluffy 
clouds lies a talent that spans the continents. 
Machida’s art is approachable yet memorable. 
Certainly, once you’ve seen a Machida 
up close, you’ll never forget it. A mix of 
traditional Japanese and American pop art, 
Machida honors his native homeland while 
creating works 
that are adored 
and respected 
in his adopted 
country and 
beyond.

Japanese-born 
artist Machida 
made Las Vegas 
home after a 
rather unique, 
circuitous route 
that included 
stops in Kansas 
and Utah, as well 
as a number of seemingly unrelated interests. 

“When I was just about five years old, 
my dad taught me how to fish. The first fish 
I caught was a snapper with black and white 
stripes. It was really beautiful! We couldn’t 
keep it because it’s a salt water fish so I let it 
go, but I went home and created a sculpture of 

it from a Coca-Cola bottle. It had the red logo 
in both English and Japanese. It was really 
cool! My mom might still have it. She doesn’t 
throw away anything I make.

“Another time, our family went to the 
beach for holiday. One day the waves were 
so high we weren’t allowed to swim so we 
went to the port where there were a lot of 
large ships. For our kindergarten homework, 
I was supposed to paint what I did on my 
summer vacation. I remember I was amazed 
at the sight of the ocean liner so I decided to 
paint that but when I finished I felt something 

was missing. It looked like the ship was just 
floating on water. My dad taught me how to 
make it look like it was moving.

“Although he only painted for fun, my 
dad was a really good painter. He was actually 
a professional bike racer for 38 years. He 
trained so hard every day. My grandfather 

painted as well.”
After a childhood in Japan of fishing and 

painting, Machida decided it was time for a 
new adventure. 

“I came to this country by myself. I 
couldn’t even speak English,” said Machida. 
“All the magazines I read said how wonderful 
this country is, so I thought it would be cool 
to experience the real thing. Everything I 
liked to do -- bass fishing, snowboarding, 
skateboarding -- was also popular in the 
States. I wanted to drop right in the middle of 
the country so I started out at the University 

of Kansas to study 
English. 

“When I was 
20, I went to Utah 
State to study art 
and environmental 
studies, but school 
was secondary. 
My priority was 
s n o w b o a r d i n g , 
every day. There’s 
a lot of great 
powder in Utah. 
I even skipped 
winter semester 

to compete. At the time I was sponsored by 
a snowboard company. When I graduated at 
the age of 25, it was time to step away from 
competing. I had dreams of owning my own 
snowboard company or at least designing 
their graphics.”

While in Utah, Machida would often visit 

 I WANT TO MAKE PAINTINGS THAT 
ARE GOOD FOR PEOPLE. LIFE IS 

SIMPLER IF IT’S GOOD. IF YOU FEEL 
GOOD, YOU DO GOOD THINGS. WE HAVE 

THE FREEDOM TO CHOOSE.”

From Machida’s Kimono Project Burton Snowboard’s offices in Japan.
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Las Vegas. “I would drive the I-15 and it would 
be dark until about Valley of Fire. When you 
come down the hill you can see all the lights. I 
would listen to Elvis’ Viva Las Vegas every time I 
drove into town.”

Machida also dabbled in photography 
while studying in Utah, and had thoughts of 
a career in contemporary art which became 
focused at UNLV where art and cultural critic 
Dave Hickey was a professor well-known for 
nurturing talented artists.

“Dave Hickey came to the university to 
give a lecture and I happened to be there. It 
was pretty cool and intense. I don’t think he 
knew of me before the lecture but my art 
professors may have mentioned to him that I 
was interested in attending UNLV,” Machida 
explained. “I heard later that he remembered 
seeing me in the audience. I was hard to 

miss. I looked like a punk rocker with green 
spiky hair and vintage clothing. I happened to 
apply to UNLV for graduate school and they 
accepted me. That was in 1999 and I’ve been 
here ever since.”

Hickey still remembers Machida and his 
work. “Sush is about the razor edge of cool,” 
said Hickey, who now lives in Santa Fe. “Where 
he is, you can’t get, but he doesn’t care.”

Not only was Hickey Machida’s Art 
Criticism professor and a fan, but he was 
instrumental in helping Machida find 
representation just two years after arriving in 
Las Vegas. 

“I found Sush in about 1999 or 2000 and 
I’ve worked with him ever since,” said Cliff 
Benjamin, who is now director of Western 
Project Gallery in Los Angeles. “I met him in 
Vegas when I came up to do a studio visit on 

a weekend. Another artist introduced me to 
him and I knew Dave Hickey was promoting 
all these guys and was instrumental in getting 
their names and works out into the world.”

Machida has since exhibited in New York 
City, San Francisco, Santa Fe, Tokyo, Moscow 
and France, along with numerous other 
exhibits throughout the United States.

Machida’s paintings incorporate traditional 
subject matter mixed with a bit of whimsy, but 
while the theme is accessible to all, his canvases 
come with significant space requirements.

“Size matters in this town. I like to deal 
with a big canvas. When I paint really big you 
get a physical experience with my paintings. 
To understand them, you have to be standing 
in front of them. You can’t get the same 
experience just by looking at a photograph. 

 “I like to paint a lot of fish and animals 

“Underground Café Pink” (top) and “Bombshell” (bottom) are from Machida’s 
Modern Primitive collection of works. 
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because I like the stories behind them. Goldfish are really elegant. They have beautiful shapes 
and color selections and their movement is really elegant. They grow to the size of their 
tanks, so the bigger the tank, the bigger the fish. In Japan, they become big koi fish. They 
jump up the waterfalls in the springtime for spawning. There’s a myth in Japan that when they 
jump over the waterfall they become dragons and your dreams come true.

“My paintings come from my heart. It just comes up and I let it flow. However, I do 
put a lot of logos in painting and they are there for a reason. People always ask why I paint 
Marlboro cigarette packs. In Japan, when fishermen catch a big fish they take a picture 
holding up a pack of cigarettes to compare the size. 

“Sometimes I paint a banana. In the fishing world, you’re not supposed to bring a banana 
on the boat because it’s bad luck. I don’t believe in it but I put the banana in the painting to 
protect the fish from being caught. Fish can smell bad so I add the pine tree air fresheners 
or if I’m painting a tiger, Chanel No. 5. If you’re an animal and you don’t take a shower, at 
least wear the perfume! The sense of humor in my paintings is from my heart but it requires 
knowledge. Art is really subjective so viewers can think what they want. I don’t want to force 
anything on the viewer.”

It is exactly Machida’s personal narrative that elicited Benjamin’s interest 15 years 
ago when he discovered him. “Sush has always been very unique in using his own personal 
experience in a pop language that is universal but comes from a subjective narrative. He keeps 
it fresh. His art is never premeditated. Everything in his work comes from something in his 
life at some point. Every symbol or image has a meaning in his own story. The combination 
is unique because of that.”

Benjamin continues, “He’s also an amazing technical person. He can draw anything! He’s 
always been very inquisitive and that’s what keeps his work fresh. Sush trusts his intuition. 
Some people wouldn’t be brave enough to follow their nose. The whole narrative about 
being immersed in one thing that you’re passionate about and following where that leads you 
is very unique. Going from fishing lures to paintings is an odd but clear aesthetic trail. His 
work is very heartfelt, it doesn’t have that cold quality to it, and that’s why I like it.”

Machida has had the unique pleasure of making a living as an artist all his life.
“The only thing I do is art, nothing else. Same as my father who was a professional racer. 

My college tuition was paid from his winnings,” Machida noted. “I want to make paintings 
that are good for people. Life is simpler if it’s good. If you feel good, you do good things. We 
have the freedom to choose.”

In addition to making art fulltime, snowboarding is still one of his loves and Machida’s 
dreams of designing board graphics are being realized. “In the 2011-2012 season, Burton 
Snowboards, the biggest snowboard company on earth, released the X8CH Series with 
my graphics,” said Machida. “Next season, 2015-2016, another company will release three 
different boards with graphics I designed.” 

The longer Machida has stayed in Las Vegas and the more local projects he has worked on, 
the more he realizes an affinity with the city. He recently had a show at the Springs Preserve 
and created a mural for the Life Is Beautiful festival with fellow artist, friend and studio 
roomie, Tim Bavington.

“I stay here because the city of Las Vegas keeps getting bigger and better. New things are 
always happening here. Also, the city is right in the middle of the desert where we only have 
blue sky and brown sand. We don’t have that many colors in nature here so people want to 
create something colorful. Just like when it’s dry you want to drink a lot of water. It’s also a 
city that keeps renewing itself. 

“Las Vegas with its neon lights is a town for night. The city gets really sexy at night. Just 
like my paintings. They’re cute in the daytime with all their bright colors but they are sexy 
to look at at night. 

“I like to paint at night by myself but my neighbor is in a rock band and sometimes they 
practice at one o’clock in the morning. It’s mellow rock ‘n roll. I like to listen to what they 
play while I paint. There are also a lot of stray cats in the neighborhood and I can hear the 
screams from the Stratosphere rides. I live a good life.”

Machida will be part of the Western Project 11th anniversary show during the first week of this month. 
You can check out Machida’s work at Western-Project.com. q


