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Life Is a Gift

The Isetan department store in Tokyo used an advertising slo-
gan, “Life is a Gift,” for their 2015 Christmas promotion. Does
this rather assertive phrase mean human life is a wonderful gift
unexpectedly given by Almighty God? If gifts are connected
with the grace of God, why did Isetan, an avatar of commodity
society, use this word, whose real meaning runs against com-
mercialism, in this advertisement?

If life is really a gift from Almighty God, it must be irreconcil-
able with a society dominated by the capitalist mode of produc-
tion that produces a huge mass of commodities. A commodity
requires exchange, while a gift is not supposed to be exchanged.
The latter should be unilaterally given, while the former offers
a network of social relationships. It reflects the entire chain of
exchange that permeates society like a web. How is it possible to
establish common traits between these two things?

A commodity is produced by anonymous “abstract labor” It
is an accumulation of symbolic labor disconnected from con-
crete labor, and this concrete side of labor is always diminishing.
A gift has the material trace of God inscribed, while a commod-
ity requires no such thing. A number of commodities need to
have equivalent value for exchange, which is only made possible
by alienating labor from actual production.

Capitalist society detaches people from their land and means
of production, and makes them nomadic and mobile. Those
who have lost their land and means of production have to ex-
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BETA EXERCISE

change themselves as laborers in order to survive. Once it be-
comes nomadic, human labor is allowed to enter the market as
an exchangeable commodity. People cannot commodify their
labor, nor do they need to do so, until they detach themselves
from their grounded lifeworld. Only when people are alienated
from their land and means of production, are they able to be-
come a commodity. It’s a process of abstraction and symboliza-
tion, and only those who have experienced it are allowed access
to the market. Homogenized, abstracted humans lacking con-
creteness — people changing their symbolic status to transform
themselves into exchangeable labor.

In capitalist society, human life bearing a special mark of di-
vinity —in other words, the gift —is also traded as a commod-
ity. People transform their lives, the precious gift from God, into
an exchangeable unit of abstract labor in order to maintain their
lives. Does Isetan’s slogan, “Life is a Gift,” encourage us to trans-
form the gift into a commodity, the precious divine gift into a
flat abstract concept? The commodity requires abstraction; oth-
erwise it cannot flow freely within the market. No similarity
can be found between commodity and gift; the former basically
transforms concrete human labor into an abstract concept, and
the latter is essentially non-symbolic, a divine favor.

For humans who cannot live without exchanging goods, the
relationship involving exchange is essential for maintaining
their lives. Therefore, everything has to be transformed into an
exchangeable commodity. The act of exchange is so essential to
human life that this process of commodification is absolutely
necessary.

A gift is given voluntarily. Unlike a commodity, a gift denies
the giver’s ulterior motive of self-preservation. The act of gift
giving is altruistic without expecting any return, which is com-
pletely different from the act of exchange. No market exists for
gifts. The gift is given with no particular reason, which resem-
bles the relationship between humans and the sun. If our life
is given by grace of God, humans are basically passive, always
waiting to be given to, just like we await the sunshine. The gift
forms an asymmetrical relationship between giver and recipi-
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LIFE IS A GIFT

ent, making the latter a passive entity. The illusion that the mar-
ket hosts exchange or transaction between equal partners does
not exist here from the very beginning. The recipients have no
other option but to be passive.

Or does the slogan “Life is a Gift” suggest that exchanging
heartfelt gifts is the most important thing in human life? A vid-
eo clip displayed on a huge monitor in an Isetan store window
showed people from different areas singing Letkajenkka and
dancing an “extremely happy Jenkka dance” The joy of con-
nection and its significance was the theme of this clip, and it
emphasized the importance of interpersonal relationships based
on gratitude, goodwill and love. This attitude is contrary to the
altruistic nature of gifts; it merely reflects gift-givers’ desire to be
approved of by others.

The need for approval demands recognition and respect from
other people; it expects affirmation from the group one belongs
to. To be grateful to each other is a form of mutual recognition,
which is different from the altruistic relationship found between
gift-givers and recipients. Feelings that motivate gift giving, i.e.,
gratitude, goodwill, and love, desire approval from others and
lapse into becoming instead an exchange of commodities.

The sun is not likely to shine above us out of its desire for
approval, nor does it do so out of gratitude, goodwill, or love.
I suspect what prompts the sun is sheer altruism without any
concern about the consequences. The sun is basically indiffer-
ent toward people or things it reflects light upon. It just keeps
shining and does not care at all about the consequences it may
bring; it does not take heed of droughts it has caused, either. The
fierce, indifferent altruism of the sun even ignores the balance of
the environment. Nuclear power plants, invented to artificially
create a sun, commodify the altruistic energy of the sun. The
sun becomes something exchangeable. When the sun is com-
modified, its excessive, intense energy cannot be contained. Nu-
clear power plants were made on the assumption that the sun’s
destructive energy is controllable. It might have been an attempt
to challenge the overwhelming power of the altruistic sun —in
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other words, the gift—and to overturn the passive, powerless
condition of human beings.

Daily exchange with others is indispensable for us. Relation-
ships with others determine our identity; likewise, interaction
with others during exchange plays an essential role in our lives.
Did Isetan’s slogan understand the significance of exchange
for us and compare it to unexpected gifts given by others? Ex-
change that functions as mutual help encourages us to live in
reciprocal gift-giving relationships on a daily basis. But does
this conceal a violent desire for approval and expectation of
gratitude and love to be expressed all the time? Altruistic ap-
proval from others, approval given to others without expecting
anything, exists nowhere.

Exchange is indispensable for maintaining human life. Un-
like animals, human beings can only live within a network of
exchange; they have to commodify everything to maintain their
life. Exchange does not mean to hoard acquired wealth; that
would eventually exhaust the wealth of both sides as in the pot-
latch of Native Americans. The concentration of wealth is a pa-
thology of modern society; a surplus accumulates in the hands
of a few, specific capitalists, and will never be used up or given
to others as gifts. The act of exchange challenges this individual
concentration of wealth by re-distributing the surplus, just as in
case of the potlatch.

In the potlatch, the chiefs of indigenous communities com-
pete with each other according to the amount of gifts they ex-
change. “When a chief cannot return the equivalent or greater
goods than the gift he has received, or when he cannot give away
an equivalent or greater gift to fellow members of the commu-
nity, or when he cannot destroy possessions that have equiva-
lent or higher value, he loses face in the potlatch: ‘he becomes
subordinate to his competitor, his power diminishes and has to
tolerate being in an inferior position. Therefore, the chiefs strive
to compete with each other in gift giving. This competition be-
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LIFE IS A GIFT

came so fervent that the Canadian government banned it from
1884 t0 1951.7%

The cruelty of the potlatch exchange system shares some-
thing in common with the notion of gifts conceived by Isetan:
people have to keep giving to others equivalent or better gifts
as an expression of gratitude and love. The promotion video
“Life is a Gift,” which shows an image of presents wrapped up
with ribbons in an endless line, overflowing into the universe,
seems to demand that we keep buying things for gift giving. The
slogan may imply the potlatch-like cruelty inherent in gift ex-
change? Or its catchy phrase probably conceals a violent desire
for mutual approval, accompanying gift exchange practices in
capitalist society?

Isetan’s slogan fails to conceal the cruelty and violence hid-
den in the act of exchange. The highest level of gratitude and
love is self-renunciation. As the expression “Love your neigh-
bour as yourself” says, the renunciation of self is the ultimate
expression of gratitude and love. However, where can we find
self-renunciation in Isetan’s notion of gifts? Gift giving is a de-
mand for the subordination of others; it cannot fully hide the
gift-givers’ cruel, violent desire to control and dominate others
even under the guise of Christmas gift exchange —a token of
gratitude and love. We can say people are taking part in a milder
form of the potlatch, which will never result in killing, nor does
it destroy the hierarchy that exists in family or love relationships
in bourgeois society.

A relationship involving exchange, whose initial purpose is
to express gratitude and love, often conceals a struggle for su-
premacy. The practice of gift giving in bourgeois society hides
the intention to dominate others by offering more gifts. When
the recipients disapprove of this intention, “a milder form of the
potlatch that does not destroy the hierarchy” is dispensed with
and a violent desire to exterminate others emerges. The purpose
of war is to impose one’s principle upon the other, bring them

*  Shigeru Hashimoto, Kotowaza to kakugen no shakaigaku [Sociology of
Proverbs and Maxims], http://wwwsb.biglobe.ne.jp/~geru/pageo18.html.
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to surrender and make a profit out of it, but once it becomes ap-
parent that the enemy will not surrender, the initial purpose is
easily forgotten and the agenda now becomes the extermination
of the enemy. When the gift givers strategy to initiate a bigger
return fails, profit is no longer the issue and exterminating the
other becomes the new goal. Isetan’s slogan “Life is a Gift” con-
ceals this kind of unconscious, violent desire.
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Essay o1

If you want to take good photographs, you should know how to
use the different functions of a camera. Using a deep focus lens
and normal exposure setting, or using a printer with an impurity
removal function — anyone can do it. Photographic technique is
no longer something people need to make a great effort to learn.
The functions on a device assure that you have a good enough
technique; good computers and printers will take care of the rest.

With the invention of digital cameras, the good old days are
gone. The era when acquiring skills took a fair amount of time
and taking better photos meant improving technique is gone;
the time when people believed photographers’ talent lay in
making the best use of learnt techniques and put more trust in
technical skill is over. Photographers can no longer specialize in
techniques that ordinary people have no access to. The quality of
the picture improves when you purchase an expensive device. A
photographer’s identity cannot be expressed by technique any-
more. The fact that anyone can take good pictures means the re-
sult will be the same no matter who holds the camera. In short,
it does not matter who take the pictures. Digital photography
will accelerate this absence or erasure of the artist.

The distinction between good or bad photos does not mean
anything when the monopoly of techniques comes to an end,
photographic techniques are accessible to all, and it becomes
possible for anyone to take good pictures. Good photos cannot
exist without bad photos; when it is possible for anyone to take
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good pictures, their value ceases to exist. When there is no dif-
ference in value, you only see a boring uniformity. What is at
the base of digital photography is this monotonous homogene-
ity. The absence of authors and homogenized pictures: it almost
resembles an empty wilderness lying there.

Photography contests caused inflation in skill levels and left
us with a huge amount of “good” photos. Digital photography
will do the same thing: photographers’ technique will have no
meaning. Whether someone can take good pictures or not be-
comes a matter of functions or camera performance, rather than
individual technique. Artists’ techniques used to leave the mark
of the human hand on photography and people could believe
the illusion about the hegemony of our hand over the camera,
the illusion that humans still hold sway through the manipula-
tion of machinery. However, the relationship between human
beings and technique, the former as agent and the latter as its
means, has collapsed. Technique has become the new subject
and humans are reduced to the role of servants.

The Futurists, who hailed new war technologies, such as air-
planes and cannons, as the art of the twentieth century, gave
technology a higher position than humans and tried to expel
the latter from art. Their admiration for technology in the end
affirmed the tragedy of World War I in which the latest tech-
nology eradicated human life. They declared, “War is beautiful,”
and attached more significance to robots with steel bodies than
to the organic human body. The Futurists™ faith in technology
demanded that technology act as an agent independent of hu-
mans. As military technology advances, technology will take
control of wars. Human beings become merely replaceable ele-
ments in the machine.

The invention of photography in the early twentieth centu-
ry diminished or removed traces of the human hand from art.
However, looking at the history of photography, people are still
under the illusion that the trace of human agency remains. No-
body has taken serious note of the true nature of cameras, which
negates the human hand in art. This fact has been covered up
and photography has been falsely believed to be an art in which
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ESSAY 01

humans still have agency. Viewers admiring the sensibility of
the artist try to discover meanings expressed by authors in their
prints. The myth that photographs are marked with photogra-
phers’ feelings has been nurtured.

People should know that the lyricism and beauty captured
through “my feeling” or “my naked eye,” which some believe to
be unique and precious, is in fact replaceable by the uniform
mechanical expression of digital cameras. Digital technology
demonstrates that there is no difference between “my feeling”
or “naked eye” and those of somebody else. Photography has
become homogenized to the point where no matter who takes a
picture, the result is more or less the same. Here, the “I” disap-
pears: when everyone engages with subjects in a similar way,
photographs cannot represent “my feeling” This “feeling” is
merely installed in the camera as pre-set function; pictures are
taken mechanically by the device, not by me or anyone else. The
“I” is thus obliterated. Therefore, the expression “a unique digi-
tal photo” is an oxymoron. The digital photo is a bit like a roller
levelling the ground; not only does it invalidate photographers’
contradictory desires to take beautiful pictures like everyone
else but also to have an individual quality that distinguishes
their work from that of others. The digital device removes hu-
man individuality, but this is the result of the exposure of the
hidden, true nature of photography.

Photography is an embodiment of modern technology; the
secret desire of digital cameras for homogenization and de-hu-
manization has been revealed. The digital, therefore, deprives us
of the last role remaining for our individual hands. The vestiges
of human “sensibility,;” which barely survived in film photogra-
phy, will eventually be completely removed.

Is “sensibility” given to us a priori? I believe it is an inven-
tion and creation of our linguistic system; it did not exist from
the beginning nor was it discovered. This “sensibility” came to
be understood as common, innate human nature because the
system of language and logic attached meaning to it. It became
a convenient app to explain something incomprehensible, and
so was circulated and shared among people. “Sensibility” as
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a concept emerged from the mechanical system of language
and logos, which is a kind of technology; therefore, we can say
“sensibility” is a product of this technology. It is inevitable that
products of old technology become obsolete as new technolo-
gies emerge. The case of digital photography demonstrates that
“sensibility,;” which once was considered to be a foundation of
art or source of artistic inspiration, has become outdated.

The fact that anyone can take good pictures means that there
is no distinct difference between them, and this accelerates the
tendency that all photos look identical and have no individual-
ity. There is no technical value (good or bad) or distinguishable
individual quality in digital photos. This demonstrates that es-
sential photographic value cannot be ascribed to technique or
the individual talents of photographers. When we cannot seek
the basis of value in artists themselves, then where can we look
for it?

Photography embraces the exterior in order to maintain
its own value. In music, for example, digitization has steadily
progressed but most of its value still relies on the technique of
instrument performers. Also in paintings, sketch techniques of
artists determine the value of the canvas. In established genres of
art, the techniques of artists are normally indispensable; howev-
er, in digital photography, this technical framework is not neces-
sary. Both in music and painting, the human hand is still widely
in use and people are central to the creative process; while in
photography, the initiative does not lie in human hands.

Can you think of any genres of art, apart from photography,
that depend on machines for their technique? In this sense, we
can say that modern technology constitutes photographic tech-
nique. Technique for musicians or painters is based on hand-
work and resembles the secret art of alchemy more than mod-
ern technology. On the other hand, photography has dismissed
this alchemic dimension from art; the world of photography has
become ruled by the modern concept of technology. That is why
no aura exists in photography; photography is an anonymous,
depersonalized art that resembles the production of industrial
goods. The difference between a tone of paint spread on canvas
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and that of ink printed on photographic papers is that the for-
mer is something beautiful wrought by a human hand, while
the latter is an industrial thing of beauty, made of photographic
paper without a trace of a human hand or aesthetics. Photogra-
phy dismisses the human hand, the very aura, from art. Instead
of personal beauty realized by the artist’s touch, photography
adopts the depersonalised beauty of ready-made industrial
goods. The aura of photography arises from the beauty dwelling
in industrial goods, not our hands.

The acquisition of technique in art is a kind of labor. For
example, learning to play a musical instrument is as tedious as
menial drudgery. Digital photography, which does not derive
meaning through the repetitive process of learning unfamiliar
techniques, overtly ridicules the artisitic hand. Artistic identity
is usually gained through repetition of practice and study, while
in digital photography this basic training is not necessary. What
sort of training is necessary if anyone can easily take digital pho-
tos with the same results? The more accessible digital photogra-
phy is, the more difficult it becomes to establish your individual
quality as an artist. For digital photographers, it is very difficult
to establish an identity as an artist through technical elabora-
tion. Photographs lack individuality because anybody can eas-
ily produce them, and there is no need for technical training to
develop individual talent.

Photography lacks the pleasure you often find, for example,
in agriculture: the joy of celebrating a harvest season each year.
Agricultural products harvested as a result of constant care have
a kind of pleasure that art used to give us. What pleasure do
digital photos give us when we can shoot them too easily and
check the results immediately on the spot? Simple, accessible
digital technology wipes out the joy of handwork that photo-
graphs once provided us with.

Nevertheless, since the beginning, homogeneity, not
individuality, has been characteristic of photography. Who
wished to see in Eugene Atget or Berenice Abbott the individual
quality of the artist? What people wanted to see were the
streetscapes of Paris or spectacles bristling with tall buildings
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in New York, not any artistic individuality. They expected
verisimilitude from the photographers. It was the mission of
artists to provide an equivalence or similitude to reality, not
some artistic sensibility. Photography was a reproduction of
reality and its value lay in the effect of verisimilitude. The value
of pictures was determined by what reality they captured, not by
the pictures themselves. In this regard, photography resembled a
currency or language; neither of them is able to determine their
value by themselves. They always require an exterior criterion to
establish their value.

In order to distinguish yourself from other artists in digital
photography, which nullifies difference based on individual
technique, extrinsic elements such as concepts, themes, and the
vision of the artist will become increasingly significant. With the
invention of the digital camera, photographers are not allowed
to just take photos as they used to. Without additional elements,
their work is insufficient in terms of expression. As the docu-
mentary filmmaker Fumio Kamei once said, the cameraman is a
blindfolded horse; just taking pictures does not create anything.
Photography is, by itself, dependent and meaningless; it cannot
hold any value without some exterior criteria.

Photography cannot express its value by itself; it is essentially
dependent on its exterior. Photographs always needed captions
because without them what was shown was obscure. Without
captions, people see a picture of the American Civil War and
think it just captures people lying dead by the roadside. Many
photographers took pictures of urban landscapes and titled
them “Cityscape”; they did this because, even when the subjects
seemed obvious, photographs required words to explain what
had been captured in them. Therefore, photography is essential-
ly dependant on extrinsic, non-photographic elements to estab-
lish a basis of identity. Seeing Atget’s pictures without captions,
you are only aware that they show an old city. You know nothing
more than what you see, an expanse of sleazy streets. The same
is true about Weegee’s photos; looking at them without clues,
you just see well-dressed corpses and know nothing more than
that. Photography captures, freezes, and fixates a reality — this
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was supposed to be done for the purpose of understanding it
better, but when photographed, reality actually becomes even
more incomprehensible. Seeing Diane Arbus’s picture of a boy
holding a toy grenade, can you understand her intention or the
meaning of this grenade? Once it is captured in photographs, an
ordinary reality becomes mysterious.

Without words, you cannot understand photographs; how-
ever, have they become somewhat comprehensible with the help
of words? The camera separates subjects from reality and dur-
ing this process something is lost; subjects are transformed into
a likeness of what once existed. That is why their identity has
to be repeatedly confirmed using captions. Subjects that require
words for their identity to be affirmed — they stop being a si-
militude of reality.

You can say their identity is vulnerable; you need the word
“table” only when the meaning of this word has been obscured.
In photography, the meaning of table is always questioned. Pho-
tography questions and redefines reality.
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Interview

What do you think of the Plaubel Makina? How important is
this camera in the process of composition in your photogra-
phy? Were you working with other cameras before creating
your famous black and white cityscapes?

The Plaubel Makina is a camera that is hard to use. The finder
coverage is not 100%, therefore, there is a gap between the image
you actually see and what you get after developing. I remem-
ber being puzzled by this gap when I started using it. I thought
I'd taken a shot avoiding a fence in the foreground, but when I
checked the film later, the fence was in the picture. Normally
people crop these parts, but I found it funny that the object I
intended to take out of the frame was still there. I have come to
believe that this is also interesting.

The picture seemed to acquire a feeling of motion with the
existence of the fence, which I had intended to take out of the
frame, because I thought it would destroy the composition. If
you use an aspect ratio of 6xz, you can very easily compose im-
ages as it is close to being square. Actually, anyone can compose
well-balanced images using 6x7 as it is a stable size. I used to
think it was difficult to create in 6x7 the motion you see in street
snaps captured by 35mm cameras. I was hoping to find a way
to compose less predictable images using this size, compared
with the more obvious photos that anyone can take. Therefore,
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the Plaubel Makina, which creates an element of unintentional
“noise,” taught me the importance of unintended effects.

When I was at photography school, I liked Garry Winogrand
and Lewis Baltz. At a glance, they appeared to be completely dif-
ferent types of photographers, but I was always thinking about
how I could take pictures combining elements of both. It is dif-
ficult to intermix aspects of both artists — one uses street snaps
and the other landscapes. Before the Plaubel Makina, I was us-
ing a Canon 35mm single-lens reflex camera and a Rollei 6x6. I
quit the 3smm camera, because when you enlarge images, they
are too grainy and details can’t be seen clearly. That’s how I start-
ed using a medium format Rollei 6x6, but this square 6x6 for-
mat creates symmetrical composition and so you can’t avoid a
kind of static impression. In contrast, the Plaubel Makina brings
“noise” into the image and this adds street snap-like motion to
static urban landscape photos.

Influenced by Yasujiro Ozu’s framing, I was always interested
in rigid composition. I chose 6x7 because it is a frame close to
the size preferred by Ozu, the standard size (4x3). I admired his
lean framing. My framing is also rigid in its own way, but unlike
cinematography the subjects are not in motion in the photo-
graph; therefore, too rigid framing strengthens a static impres-
sion too much. In other words, the subjects are framed too well.

Rigid framing usually increases the sophistication of the pho-
tograph. This is not exactly a criticism, but the rigidness of fram-
ing in Keiichi Tahara’s photography makes me feel he is aiming
at a kind of autistic beauty that consummates the photograph
inside the frame. However, I was thinking of exploring a method
which brings in noise while adopting rigid framing: something
like cinematic framing.... To use music as an example, John
Coltrane could perform all that music full of noise supported
only by Elvin Jones’ rigid drums in the background. It doesn’t
matter what is in a picture if solid framing is applied. Frame is
structure. Noise is born out of a clear structure. Framing is a
structure that creates indistinct noise — that’s how I think.
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Your pictures do include human figures. Many of your early
city snapshots, your more mature works, and your recent
digital works also show human traces. Also, you created a
project entitled Human Noise Amplifier. How important
and how relevant is the human body and the human figure
in your work? How important is the human figure in your
composition?

I'm very glad that you've brought up the human figures that
appear in my photographs. Many people still think there is no
trace of humans there. Possibly they don’'t notice them in the
pictures as they’re overwhelmed by electric wires, signboards,
or millions of abandoned bicycles. Or their preconception of
urban landscape photography might make them blind to the
people in my photos.

The human figure is, in my photography, an element that is
part of the larger composition. I consider people as elements in
the same way as electric wires, signboards, or the abandoned
bicycles that constitute the whole image. This isn’t because I'm
a misanthrope, it’s because I don’t want to provide a main char-
acter and create a central focus in the image. The things in my
pictures are all equivalent — that’s how I think. Human beings
in photographs usually have such a powerful presence that they
immediately attract people’s attention. And thus, people are in-
clined to acquire a human-centred way of seeing photographs. I
don’t want people to interpret my photos in terms of hierarchi-
cal relations between the elements seen in them. I expect people
to see them from a multi-layered perspective; I mean, the hu-
man being isn’t the only center: signboards, electric wires, all
elements that constitute cityscapes are for me important. Eve-
rything shown in pictures is significant. I don’t want to express
hierarchy between different components.

Human beings are also an important element in cityscapes,
but it doesn’t mean they are its main characters. What inter-
ests me is the moment when relationships arise between things
shown in photographs. That’s why I don’t capture images of sin-
gle objects. What relationships exist between humans, electric
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wires, and signboards in a single photograph? I'm interested in
the connections between them inside the urban system.

When watching films —it can be any film —my interest is
gradually directed toward things in the background or land-
scape rather than the people who play the protagonists. There-
fore, what the protagonist said doesn’t stay in my memory, but
the scenic composition in the background does. My interest is
drawn toward something that is different from the intention of
film directors.

Human beings are for me equivalent to signboards and elec-
tric wires. There is nothing special to say about them. But it
doesn’t mean they don’t mean anything. They exist in the place
they should be. Without them there, the image doesn’'t func-
tion. This doesn’t just apply to human beings, as the same is true
for signboards and cars. They are inevitably there at that time.
About the presence of humans in my photographs, I feel they
are inevitable — they exist where they should be. While shoot-
ing, I don't pay attention to humans; in fact, quite often I am not
actually aware of them at all. But when you look at the photo,
you sometimes find humans in the arrangement as if I had cal-
culated the effect to be like this.

Some photographers take pictures of cities that show no hu-
mans and the fact that none appear is somehow meaningful.
But I have no interest in this kind of expression — the meaning
that a desolate city suggests. I have no interest in photos that
imply something. I'm interested in the possibility of the photo-
graph that doesn’t imply anything, cut off from any implication
or meaning. The photograph that has nothing hidden behind
and shows nothing but the things captured. The photograph
that does not seek meaning; rather, is disconnected from mean-
ing—1I consider the photograph to be something cut off from
the world. Reality and the photograph are parallel. These paral-
lel lines do not meet.

The presence of humans is powerful. It is such a strong force
that human existence, once casually brought into the frame,
usually dominates the entire photo. Humans tend to become
the focus of images. Rejecting this significance of humans from
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images; this is how I conceive of humans in my work — treating
them as inanimate objects. I am interested in people, but not in
their inner minds. Furthermore, the photograph can only cap-
ture the surface. It cannot capture the human mind. Humans
without mind —1I am interested in people in a way similar to
electric wires or signboards.

You have told me that you feel human traces in my work.
Traces are inanimate substances. I want to transform human ex-
istence into traces, that is, a kind of substance.

In your early video work, editing was included in the shoot-
ing process. I mean, you shot short segments and when you
had enough the video was complete. This method makes me
think you were using the video camera as a tape recorder.
How important is the presence of sound in your video work
and how do you deal with sound when it comes to recording
video sequences?

Until around 2013, as you said, I was using the video camera as
a tape recorder. Why I didn’t edit: there was the technical reason
that I didn’t own a computer then, but I was also interested in
non-editing. Non-editing is an irreversible technique. You can
select photos after the shooting, but you can’t do the same with
non-edited video. Once you shoot, it's done. Therefore, there
was a feeling of tension when shooting with video camera that
is different from what you feel when taking pictures.

Aren’'t non-edited images similar to improvised music? Let
me quote Derek Bailey’s words: “The Japanese use a word for
Free Improvisation — sokkyo — meaning ‘let rise here and now’
[...] such aestheticising abolition of past and future [...]”; Like
Dada, Free Improvisation is conversational, here-and-now, ag-
gressively banal.”*

YRR vE [TV 4)— AvTuyiv—rav OY)EE] [Ben
Watson, Derek Bailey and the Story of Free Improvisation) AEFIRGR (LT
& 2014), 437.
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Shooting without editing has no past, no future. You have
to keep concentrating on the here-and-now. It doesn’t matter
whether or not this very shot will connect well to the next one.
You can't sacrifice the present for the sake of the future. It may
be banal, as Derek Bailey has said, but it makes us work in con-
stant tension. Shooting images while thinking about how to
eventually connect them, forces all shots into a pre-established
arrangement. I had no interest in how the footage I shot would
turn out in sequence. What whole view would emerge when
shots of the here-and-now are mechanically connected together
in the camera — nobody knows until the shooting ends. This ad-
hoc aspect of the non-editing method interested me.

When I started using a video camera, I was interested in
street sounds. I didn’t care much about what I was shooting. I
was just responding to sounds, and these somehow connected
the images into a sequence. Walking with the video camera, it
was the sounds that caught my attention first. Watching the vid-
eo images later, I realized that Tokyo was flooded with all these
sounds, which I had never noticed before. It was a surprise to
learn that we actually live in such a noisy environment. Interest-
ingly, you don't hear street sounds while shooting with a film
camera, but the sounds were suddenly audible when I first held
a video camera with a sound recording function.

A tape recorder is also an instrument into which unintended
sounds will naturally intrude. Both camera and tape recorder
are recording instruments, but it doesn’t mean they record only
what you want to see or hear. They share this similarity.

In my early video work, sounds were for me more significant
than the images captured by the camera. I was kind of shooting
in response to sounds. Intermittently recorded sounds remind-
ed me of noise music such as SPK and M.B that I used to listen
to when I was young. Street sounds recorded on video are con-
stantly disrupted, and unlike music, it’s not comfortable listen-
ing to them. Sometimes you hear something and you don’t know
where it comes from. Recorded sounds are cut off from their
context and gain liberation from their source; they no longer
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signify anything. I suppose the recording makes the sounds be-
come themselves, without context or signified meaning.

“Sounds, unlike words, have no meaning. Sounds are noth-
ing more than sounds, or rather, not even sounds. They are
tones that, when you think you perceive them, have already dis-
appeared; they are a constant, arrhythmic form of life that de-
liver and carry away these tones in waves,” musician Yuji Taka-
hashi wrote.* I think sounds and images have a similar quality.
Images, too, when you think you see or perceive them, have
already flown away. With photographs you can freeze what is
disappearing, whereas with sound and video images you can't.
Sounds and images are disappearing every moment that you see
them; they are destined to evaporate at the very moment they
emerge. The photograph shows “what once existed,” while the
video image shows the process where “what once existed” will
pass away. Unlike photographs, video images can’t stop what is
passing away. This property of video images, different from pho-
tographs, interests me.

When you think of the term “unconscious;” how do you feel?
Is the concept of unconsciousness an auditory reality or a vi-
sual reality for you?

At the end of the 1990s, I had an exhibition called Black Para-
chute Ears. “Parachute” in the title is a metaphor for the uncer-
tainty of our sight and hearing. The reason I chose this word is
because a parachute is uncertain as to where it will land. Our
hearing, too, is unreliable. When you are standing on the street,
you can’t be confident where the sounds that reach your ears are
coming from.

So unconsciousness is for me auditory as well as visual. Seeing
is also an ambiguous experience to the same degree that hearing
is. People think that by seeing they can fully clarify things, but I

* EREIEIE [Yuji Takahashi], 274 F&¥E % [Slides and Music] (2001),
http://www.suigyu.com/yuji/ja-text/2001/0105.html.
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think this is wrong. Photographic images don't really clarify any-
thing, they rather lead us into a further, uncertain world. People
who have actually seen places captured in my photos always say,
“I know this place, but it looks completely different from your
photo” What you see in pictures is the same, of course, but this
same thing doesn’t look the same as reality. My photographs are
supposed to show things more clearly as I always focus on every
detail in the picture; but the clearer the image gets, the more it
looks different. The photograph is indeed mysterious.

Unconsciousness is said to hide behind consciousness, con-
trolling it, beyond our grasp. That is to say, it doesn't emerge
above the surface of the conscious. The unconscious is there, but
it's something you cannot capture. Often there are people who
say, “I want to show the unconscious in my work” However, the
unconscious is never able to emerge itself nor are you able to
grasp it yourself. Even if you perceive something unconsciously,
it must already be something different from unconsciousness.
As it is impossible to see or grasp it, I suppose unconsciousness
only exists in negation. It doesn’t exist as a substance, therefore,
it merely shows itself as null or void. Something like an absent
reality....

Do you think it is possible to develop a serious political artis-
tic practice? Your photography seems to be deeply political,
according to the etymological meaning of this word, since it
relates to the connection between the individual and the city.
Is there a political motivation that influences and drives your
aesthetic?

The Kojien dictionary defines politics as “the activities aimed at
influencing others in a mutual way regarding to the formation
and dismantling of orders in human population” Politics
means to realize society through relationships between people.
Aristotle called this the “good society” According to Hannah
Arendt, if the role of politics is to realize “a good society;” it must
influence others through language to consider what is “a good
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society” for everyone. If I may say so, politics connects people
through language. Politics is relationships between people.

Art is also a product of relationships. Therefore, art and poli-
tics can't be considered separately. But it’s not about bringing
political issues into art — it’s not as simple as that. To use Jean-
Luc Godard’s rhetoric, what is at stake is not the art of politics,
but the politics of art. And when you think of the politics of
art, the question of representation arises. Can the photograph,
which can frame only a part of reality, represent or reproduce
reality as a whole? Can it also represent artists’ emotions or
thought? This is a question about whether it is possible for art,
not only photography but any art, to represent.

A unilateral approach to subjects, imposing my aesthetics
onto them, should be avoided. As you have pointed out, what
is at stake is the relationships between subjects and myself. I am
taking pictures of Tokyo because this city where electric wires
and signboards create chaotic sights interests me for their like-
ness to the paintings of Jackson Pollock; on the other hand, I
also have a pessimistic feeling about living in this environment,
and about being surrounded by such an environment. Living
under the urban capitalist system strips subjectivity from hu-
man beings, transforming them into a mere part of its system.
Humans who are deprived of their subjectivity can only express
themselves in relation to the system that they are involved in.
The cityscape has been constructed by this relationship to the
system. Therefore, I would think that the Tokyo I take pictures
of is very political. That is because it shows humans who cannot
exist outside the system that they are involved in, in a similar
way to signboards or electric wires.

In Japanese society, “good society” means a “good society”
for those in power; ordinary people have neglected to question
what is “good” or make value judgments. Nobody queries the
structure of vested interests by which someone makes a profit
out of constantly destroying existing streets and creating new
buildings. Or rather, people seem to think the newer buildings
are better.
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I am not a genuine Japanese. I've got half-Korean blood in my
veins. Being half-Korean in Japanese society means I belong to
a minority class. Maybe that’s why I have always been uncom-
fortable in this society. Discomfort with the social system which
deprives the individuality of people and diminishes humans into
nodes within the social system, creates my artistic motivation.

Do you consider the city of Tokyo to be your personal stu-
dio? What is your relation to Tokyo? What is Tokyo for you?
How does the constant change of the city influence the for-
mal changes in your own art? Is there a link between the
contemporary history of Tokyo and the development of your
own photography?

Andy Warhol called his studio his factory. He named it factory
because he considered his art activities to be a kind of labor. I
also consider my taking pictures as labor, so Tokyo for me con-
stitutes a studio as in the sense of Warhol’s factory. I don’t have
an inner artistic inspiration that the artists in the 19th century
had, and I am not interested in waiting for the god of art to de-
scend on me. I get up punctually and keep a routine of shooting
in a predetermined locale. You have to get up early because you
can’t shoot when it gets dark. Labor similar to routine work is
the source of photographic art. Therefore, photography is for me
a form of labor.

I don’t like Tokyo. But I can only take photos in a city like
Tokyo. I don’t know why, but somehow I've become like this: I
am interested in where I live. It is not quite true recently, but I
never used to shoot in foreign countries in the past. I was con-
sciously avoiding shooting abroad. The thought behind this was
that if I took photos in foreign countries, not where I live, as a
mere tourist, it would be no different to taking sightseeing pho-
tographs. I probably thought it would be rude if I did that. And
foreign countries do look rather nice in photographs. I feel some
nervousness about cityscapes, especially in Europe. There is a
somewhat authoritative design in European cityscapes — wher-
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ever you go you see extensive harmonious streetscapes. Perhaps
we can say they are overly controlled. Pointing a camera at this
kind of scene, I feel that the landscape itself wills me to “shoot in
this way.” So, it is difficult for me to undermine landscapes that
have been constructed by this kind of power.

Rapid changes in Tokyo have influenced my photographs, of
course. I used to capture abandoned bicycles in the early days,
but under increasingly tight regulation, you don’t see them so
much anymore. There is a plan to bury all the electric wires
under the earth in preparation for the Tokyo Olympics in four
years time. If that happens, you won't be able to take pictures
of electric wires almost covering the sky any more. It’s the fate
of photographers who deal with urban landscapes that the sub-
jects photographed should be constantly changing. Landscapes
created by urban systems determine the subjects to be photo-
graphed. I can’t tell what I will want to shoot. I just take photos
of what is in front of me. I can’t complain whether I like it or not.

If there is history in the landscape of Tokyo, it’s a history
created by changes in corporate power. Shibuya was a lead-
ing cultural venue in Tokyo around the 1980s and ’gos; it was
made possible by capital from the Seibu Corporation. In order
to stimulate people’s desire to consume more, the Seibu Cor-
poration gave fashionable names to ordinary places that were
actually nothing remarkable. Ordinary hills were named “Koen-
dori” (Park Avenue) or “Spain-zaka” (Spanish Hill) and Japa-
nese youth at that time immediately started gathering there.

I started taking photos of Tokyo in the early ’gos; what you
see in those pictures is the changing history of corporate capital.
For example, if you shoot in Shibuya nowadays, you can capture
the transition from the Seibu Corporation to the Tokyu Cor-
poration. Unlike Europe, the landscape in Japan is constantly
changed by the power of capital. Around the ’9os when I start-
ed taking photos, it was a period when regulation preventing
big capital from opening supermarkets was relaxed. It was also
around the same period that height restrictions for buildings
were removed. High-rise apartments and large-scale commer-
cial facilities started to emerge behind the old, nostalgic streets.
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I thought it was a very imbalanced landscape. Meanwhile, con-
struction started everywhere, and Tokyo looked like one big
construction site. Prior to the 2020 Olympics, there is more
construction in Tokyo than ever before. I have the feeling that
we are living in a huge construction site.

However, photography can only affirm existing subjects.
Even if you don’t like such landscapes, you can't change them.
In my opinion, the photograph starts from tentatively affirm-
ing the sight that is in front of you. Therefore, I started taking
pictures of developments promoted by big capital, whose values
neglect whether or not they are actually liveable for humans,
although I felt uncomfortable about it.

What did it feel like to live in and photograph Tokyo in the
early 2000s? What do you remember of those days?

It is impossible to be economically independent as a photog-
rapher in Japan. I don't do commercial photos, so I was taking
photographs at the same time as securing a financial base by
doing newspaper deliveries, etc. The situation has not changed.
Delivering newspapers is a job close to the lowest rank. Think-
ing back, I have a feeling that I have always been looking at
Japan from the lowest position. The bubble economy ended.
Nevertheless, many people were still in a festive mood in the
early 1990s. Meanwhile, the Tokyo subway sarin gas attack by
the Aum Shinrikyo cult occurred in the mid-'gos. I felt some
sympathy for their idea of trying to overthrow Japanese society.

In the early 2000s, I received many photography awards, but
it didn’t help me economically; life was difficult as I continued
my daily job of delivering newspapers. I did this on the day fol-
lowing the award ceremony and it was hard to square these dif-
ferent realities. I appeared on two TV documentaries in those
days and I remember this caused a massive response among
people. When I was delivering newspapers, dozens of people
said, “I saw you on TV. Please shake my hand,” but nobody tried
to buy my photos or photo books. I did many exhibitions in
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Europe but there were very few offers in Japan. I suspect nobody
was really interested in my photographs; people were merely in-
terested in the image of artists who “commit to their vocation
and continue the photographic work that they like while engag-
ing in very low level work” —the kind of romantic image that
the Japanese are fond of.

It wasn't until the early gos that museums in Japan finally
started collecting and exhibiting photographic work. A new
photography museum was opened and attracted a lot of atten-
tion. Quite a number of photographers said that exhibiting pho-
tographs in museums is reactionary. Many photographers in
those days were hostile toward the word “art” Around the early
2000s was a period when photography at last started receiving
recognition as an art form. Everyone now admits that photog-
raphy is a form of art, but I don’t agree with those who either
criticize it out of their inferiority complex toward painting, or
those who are too optimistic so that they admit photography as
an art without reservation. I say this because I've been thinking
that photography is so subversive that it can destroy the system
of art itself.

Do you think the work of Takuma Nakahira somehow influ-
enced your recent color photography?

My color photographs capture the details of cities, which are
slightly different from my black and white photos, but both
types share a central concern with how to destabilise perspec-
tive in photography. I thought Takuma Nakahira’s work had
little influence on my black and white photos, but we actually
do seem to have something in common in that we both look
for two-dimensional expression. I particularly had this feeling
when I saw Takuma Nakahira’s Circulation, shot in 1971. It’s a
series of pictures he reeled off within a week on the streets of
Paris, and he quickly made them into prints and exhibited them
on a wall. It’s very rare to see photos that have completely desta-
bilized framing like that. They have no stable focus in the com-
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position. For example, Lee Friedlander’s photographs with solid
framing and composition offer viewers cosy viewpoints to look
at, but Circulation doesn’t have this kind of stable focus. It makes
you feel uneasy. Its framing doesn’t make people feel comfort-
able, but that doesn’t mean they are bad photos.

Framing interests me because I dislike it. Photographs that
are nicely framed don’t mean much to me. I pay attention to
framings because I want to destroy them. I don’t want to lock
photographs in frames. I thought in Circulation I'd found an af-
firmation of my own opinion.

Probably, my color works are influenced by Circulation in
terms of the two-dimensional element without perspective.
Circulation is a photo book that focuses on two-dimensional
expression; viewers don’t find spatial elements in it. It also in-
cludes numerous copies of printed materials. Looking at this
photo book, you can understand that photographs are basically
two-dimensional art. Photography is a kind of trick that fabri-
cates three-dimensional space within a two-dimensional reality.
It is a fraudulent technique that makes people believe the falsity
of photographs; that is, that they can reproduce reality, which
is actually not true. The Circulation series resists this trick and
strongly insists that photographs are flat, two-dimensional art.
Photographs are not reproductions of reality, but construe a dif-
ferent reality.

In my black and white photographs, I framed objects, sign-
boards and electric wires excessively in the foreground; this was
designed not to create a three-dimensional perspective. I have
always felt uncomfortable with photos that fabricate a three-
dimensional space. I felt sympathetic toward Circulation for its
radical will to aspire to flat expression.

You took part in an important exhibition in Italy: Senrit-
sumirai in the Pecci Museum, Prato in 2001. This exhibition
showed a whole generation of Japanese artists who were born
in the 1960s to the Western public. Your work was featured
together with that of other important Japanese artists of the
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same generation. Is there a common background to the art-
ists of your generation? Is that background still alive today?

People who were born in the 1960s and became active in the
early '9os, if there is a common background shared by this gen-
eration, it is the fact that “a common background doesn’t exist
between them any more” Takashi Honma, Miwa Yanagi, and I
share nothing in common, I think. Until around the ’8os, there
was a sort of community, but around the time when I started
taking photos, these communities were on the verge of collapse.
There were independent galleries set up by like-minded indi-
viduals who were presenting their work there, but I didn’t think
this effort had much effect. Their work seemed to be restricted
within their own community, rather than using independent
galleries to launch out into possibilities outside; I thought I
would be better off making photographs by myself.

It became impossible for artists to maintain a common
background in the ’9os; I suppose more or less the same thing
happened in every country. Therefore, it is now getting more
difficult to make dialogue across different genres of art. The ex-
pression “interdisciplinary” once attracted a lot of attention in
Japan, but nowadays people in different areas such as photog-
raphy, painting, and film, work in isolation and their views are
narrow. One of the reasons why I have recently become keen
to produce videos is that if I withdraw into the photographers’
world, there is no future. There is no future in artists working
from an isolated perspective.

I don’t think this tendency is a good thing, but it’s also true
that it is difficult to interact without sharing a common back-
ground. Establishing relationships that have no shared basis is
hard; it is almost like trying to cross essentially parallel lines by
force, trying to create relationships between disconnected, dis-
crete individuals.

If there is a commonality in the artists featured in the Sen-
ritsumirai exhibition, it is the influence of American culture.
Honma and I are both under the strong influence of Ameri-
can photography. The painters in the same exhibition seem to

57



BETA EXERCISE

be strongly influenced by pop art or new painting. I remember
some Italian who was involved in Senritsumirai pointing out
that Japanese art has a strong American influence.

You might think it is naive to evaluate American culture
positively from today’s point of view. But I recall not many art-
ists who participated in the exhibition have critically reflected
on this issue.

About the video work Elvis the Positive Thinking Pelvis: How
was it born? Why did you decide to introduce editing and
post-production in your video work?

I started using a video camera around 2013 and was thinking
about how to exhibit my color pictures. Putting prints of color
photos on the wall is not that interesting; it’s just repeating the
same method I use to show my black and white photos. I wanted
to show them in a slightly different way, and thus Elvis the Posi-
tive Thinking Pelvis was made. I used a compact camera called
GR and it turned out this camera can also take moving pictures.
So I shot both moving and still images and I thought it would
be a good opportunity to create videos again. Using 700 still and
moving images, it became a 10-minute video work.

Until I made Elvis the Positive Thinking Pelvis, I hadn’t had
many opportunities to show my videos. Nobody was interested
like you were, and the videos I'd created in the past were mostly
ignored. Moreover, my video works are different from films;
only a few opportunities were given to show them in Japan.

Because of the simple reason that I didn’t have editing tools,
the video works I made in the past were all non-edited. When I
started using a digital camera, I found out that a friend of mine
was making a living by editing videos. I thought in that case I
could direct him and edit, so why not give it a try. And thus Elvis
the Positive Thinking Pelvis was made.

Non-edited videos are interesting because they show artists’
physical movements and thoughts during shootings as they are.
There is a tension because you can't edit afterward. This tension
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still makes you feel excited when you look at them later. When
you take images expecting to edit them later, this tension disap-
pears, but you can connect different shots in unexpected ways.
In non-edited videos, you can only connect images of what
caught your eye because of physical constraints during shoot-
ing. But by using post-production techniques, you are released
from this physical constraint and can freely connect various
shots. I suppose all my videos give the impression that the shots
are not well connected, but the unexpected or disconnected ele-
ments caused by editing is emphasized more.

Did your experience making videos influence your recent
choice of creating digital color photographs?

Not sure. It’s hard to say. I can’t yet tell objectively, but I guess
the experience of making videos has influenced my color pho-
tographs. Because of the education I received during four years
at photography school —I was told to take photos standing still
and was told that blurred pictures are not photographs —I had
an instinctive hesitation in taking photos, especially black and
white ones, while moving around. But I found it fairly easy to
move around shooting with video or digital cameras as they
didn’t seem very much like cameras, in the old sense.

I create digital color photos differently from black and white
ones. If something has influenced my color photos, it must be
the experience of creating video work as you said.

About writing: How important is writing in your work?

For me there is no distinction between writing and taking pho-
tographs; I find both important. Looking at and taking pictures:
both acts are equivalent. Likewise, writing and taking photo-
graphs are equivalent. For me, both writing and shooting, or
even looking at pictures are all intuitive activities, and they
are also exercises in thinking. Both activities are intuitive but
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analytical. The movements of body and mind during shooting,
thinking about how to frame objects or how far you should ap-
proach them, etc., seem very similar to the writer’s movements
of body and mind, choosing words, connecting sentences, and
weaving texts. Photographers and writers experience similar
patterns of movements in their bodies and minds.

Generally, photographs and language are understood to sig-
nify and reproduce things. They can’t exist by themselves, they
always need to signify something. That is to say, they can only
express themselves depending on something else and don’t have
autonomy in terms of their expression. However, is that really
so? What Takuma Nakahira tried to say is related to this. He
repeatedly claimed that photographs need not serve or comple-
ment the meanings of linguistic texts and made a strong claim
about releasing photographs from meaning, with which I deeply
sympathize. If photographs exist only to support what is written
in language, I wouldn’t have taken pictures and instead would
have written something in words.

Writing was an important activity for Nakahira, I suspect.
There is a clear distinction between his words and photographs,
but they both organically interact in a dialectical relationship.
His words criticize photographs and vice versa. He didn’t write
in order to complement the weakness of his photographs or
to express meanings that he couldnt convey through his pho-
tographs. He used words to criticize the “expression of pho-
tographic art” itself, and moreover, criticizied his own photo-
graphs within which he put his philosophy into practice. His
effort was individual but seems similar to accepted art move-
ments such as Dada and Surrealism. He tried to critically re-
view his thoughts and activities in words and proceed to the
next phase.

For Nakahira, words were a tool that he needed to move on
to the next phase as a photographer, but in my case, I'm not a
critic.... Well, I can probably say I'm more interested in what is
created out of repetition. I have been writing similar things and
also taking similar photographs. Repeating similar things—I
kind of like this type of process. I was writing when I started
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photographs. Nowadays I write long texts even without being
asked; I enjoy the act of writing itself. Perhaps it’s better to write
or take pictures without any purpose.

Photographs have a material base of film or printing paper.
They appear not only as an image but accompany this material.
And writings also appear in a material form, that is, words writ-
ten on paper. I consider both photographs and words to have
a material existence that accompanies images. They create an-
other independent reality that resists representation in the very
act of representing things. This other reality is something cut off
from the original object.

Do you write with a computer or freehand? Is there any dif-
ference between writing freehand and with a computer?

I write with my computer. It's because my hand can’t catch up
with the speed of my thoughts. Plus the computer allows you
to edit afterward. My thinking is not so logical, so my sentenc-
es tend to develop irrationally; my writing doesn’t make sense
without editing and replacing some sentences afterward.

What is the meaning of narration for you? Do your pictures
form a narrative to some degree?

Narration involves a forward flow of time. Stories can only pro-
ceed forward as they basically have their own intrinsic struc-
ture.* I don’t think my photographs and videos have this kind of
time flow which typifies banal narratives.

My black and white pictures show similar subjects. I display
four of these similar photographs arranged in vertical columns
on the walls of a venue. When you are in the venue and are sur-
rounded by similar photographs, you have the impression that

*  Translator’s note: the speaker refers to the four-part organization of Japanese

narratives, kishotenketsu: introduction, development, turn, conclusion.
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time is not moving forward or backward. Narration always re-
quires progress in time. Are there narrations in my photographs
that transcend temporal progress?

The edited video Life Is a Gift (2015) is an attempt to depart
from the banal narrative structure of kishotenketsu. On the
other hand, the non-edited video about Takuma Nakahira (Ta-
kuma Nakahira, April 23, 2011) doesn’t deviate from the actual
flow of time that much, but it’s not completely consistent with it
either. This video, which starts with a morning scene at Naka-
hira’s home and ends at Shin-Yokohama Station, is a documen-
tary of an ordinary day in the photographer’s life; but it doesn’t
say much about his human nature. In terms of showing the lat-
ter, films made by other artists do it better. The main focus of
my video is a scene surrounding the photographer. To be sure,
I am taking images of Nakahira, but his inner qualities are not
shown. The video won't tell you what’s on his mind. Nakahira is
the central figure, but it doesn’t mean he is the protagonist. He is
also one of the details of the scenes that surround him.

I am interested in the details of moving images. Blockbuster
movies often omit these in order to develop the story effectively,
but I consider films to be accumulations of details. Details and
stories never happily coexist. There are quite a lot of films that
capture the confrontational relationship between story and de-
tail and don’t reach any agreement. For example, the films by
Jonas Mekas are created almost only in terms of detail. Not to
mention the daily minor events shown in his films, the par-
ticular textures that appear when you blow up 16mm films for
screenings — even these grainy particles that are the detail of
film, are also beautiful. I think Mekas doesn’t care about stories
at all; I get the impression that narrative elements are kept to a
minimum in his work.

What is Z-Trash Diary and how do you compose images with
a digital camera?
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“Z-Trash” is an expression meaning American third-rate porno-
graphic movies, much lower quality than B-movies. I would say
it means that there is nothing lousier or trashier. The invention
of digital cameras enabled anyone to take beautiful pictures.
Therefore, these days I feel the more beautiful the pictures are,
the more boring they are. People used to work very hard to cre-
ate beautiful photos, but because of the invention of digital cam-
eras photographers’ efforts in the past came to nothing. We've
come to understand that nothing is trashier than things that are
beautiful. Digital cameras have accelerated the transformation
of beauty into junk or trash.

Photographs are in oversupply; they are everywhere. We live
in an era when everyone takes pictures using their smartphones
so that you can easily create masterpieces. Everyone takes pho-
tos like that once a day — “masterpiece” here means the imi-
tation of masterpieces created in the past, though. But I don't
think there is any possibility here for new forms of photography;
plus, I am getting tired of hearing that people expect something
new in photography.

I'm weary of looking at beautiful pictures or masterpieces
and I don’t think we will have any more masterpieces. It's more
productive to think of photography as an art that throws doubt
on the concept of “masterpiece” Unlike paintings, photographs
have little individuality. In other words, photography is an art
that deliberately makes individuality invisible. It has an anony-
mous quality. For example, if you collect pictures on the subject
of vehicles, the pictures taken by Robert Frank and other fa-
mous photographers would look rather alike. Photography thus
lacks individuality. Is it then possible that photographic art, hav-
ing no individuality, can create masterpieces? Sarah Greenough
reviewed Walker Evans’s Many Are Called, a collection of photo-
graphs of people on subways and wrote: “Many Are Called and
Many Are Chosen” changing the phrase “Many are Called but
Few are Chosen” from the Bible. If masterpieces are born only
by being chosen, Greenough’s words, Many are Chosen, would
probably suggest that all the photos taken were masterpieces. If
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all the photos are chosen and all of them are masterpieces, real
masterpieces don't exist.

Nowadays, when photographs are in oversupply, we have a
situation of inflation. Street snaps are good examples: the more
they look like a masterpiece, the more they look like master-
pieces from the past. They become a kind of craftwork. The bet-
ter they look, the more they transform themselves into banal
photos you've seen somewhere before. Masterpieces are nothing
more than just “trash”

Unlike film photography, digital cameras don’t transform
banal reality into a first-rate work of art through camera skills
or darkroom techniques. Digital cameras lack the element of
alchemy that photography used to have. They don’t transform
trash into gold but they present trash as trash. Mass-produced
trash-masterpiece photos are boring because people mistake
trash for gold. There is no difference between trash and gold.
Gold has a history of being treated as something beautiful, while
trash has no such history. Trash has nothing valuable but isn't
there some possibility in this nothingness?

Do you think photography is in a state of crisis today? What
is the major danger for photography today? Are people still
capable of reading images?

In Japan, people have kept on saying, “Films will die soon”
Although this comment has been repeated for almost thirty
years, there is not the slightest indication of its death. This idea
that “something will die soon” reminds me of Samuel Beckett’s
Malone Dies. Malone is supposed to die at any minute, but his
death is slow coming. Instead, he lingers on in the final minutes
of his life before death. Films are also lingering on just like him.
The life of films doesn’t end completely. They live the time just
before their death without having a future or anything. It’s living
in suspended time that doesn’t belong to life or death.

Radical filmmakers all shared the recognition that “films
will die soon” Their concerns as to whether or not they could
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transcend Godard or Francois Truffaut, or whether or not there
were possibilities of creating new films still remained for them.
Although these concerns were a mere repetition of what Godard
or Truffaut themselves had felt toward Alfred Hitchcock and
American films, this kind of awareness of cessation is important.
I think photography has experienced a similar crisis to this.

In the 1970s, Daidd Moriyama published a photo book
Shashin yo Sayonara (Goodbye to Photography). I see it now
as a photo book full of romantic feelings that are typical of the
artist. But Moriyama, who loved photographs more than anyone
else, probably had a sense of crisis to the extent that he had to
say goodbye to photography.

Photography first appeared as a medium that anyone could
handle, but is there any future left for it? Artists used to be in
a chosen, privileged position and nobody could imitate the art
they created. Cameras that could be easily handled by anyone
destroyed this privilege of artists. With the invention of the
digital camera, I kind of think that this tendency of good photo-
graphs, accessible to everyone, has reached a crucial phase. Any-
one can create a masterpiece. When everyone can make a mas-
terpiece, you can’t call it a masterpiece any more. Outstanding
photographs don’t exist anywhere — the concept of masterpiece
has died. All photographs are mere repetitions of masterpieces
created in the past and people always see images in reference
to masterpieces created before. There is no such thing as com-
pletely new images. That is because it is impossible for humans
to understand something completely unknown. Unless people
can relate these images to what they have seen in the past, they
don’t understand them. They can only understand images that
refer back to existing works. That is to say, new images are re-
peated images. People don’t see new images; they only project
the images they have seen in the past. Images can only exist as
the past. They lack the here-and-now.

Questions by Marco Mazzi (May 1, 2017)
Answers by Osamu Kanemura (June 12, 2017)
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Dead Stick Landing

Kiyoshi Kurosawa wrote in his book Eizou no Karisuma (Cha-
risma of Film): “No detail exists in Jean-Luc Godard’s film Nou-
velle Vague. Only system and entity exist”* Kurosawa considers
the film to be a kind of mechanical system; he is not interested
in admirable stories or beautiful shots. The film made as a ma-
chine: this approach is often found not only in Godard’s Nou-
velle Vague, but also in genre movies. Westerns, gangster movies,
samurai dramas, yakuza movies, horror films, and V-Cinema
(Japanese direct-to-video films): these so-called genre movies
repeat patterns that have previously been laid down. These for-
mulas that genre movies are based on are often looked down on
as clichés, but they can be the essence of film.

According to Karlheinz Stockhausen, the only elements of
music are start and stop. For him, music is probably nothing
more than a mechanical system that is operated by switching
it on and off. Stockhausen’s idea can be easily applied to funk
musicians. Once their performance starts, the groove endlessly
continues until the end is announced; the music starts and fin-
ishes as if a switch is turned on and off. How it is performed
reminds me of the mechanism of a conveyor belt. Funk is a
machine that works with tempo and rhythm. It functions as a

* HURWEF [Kiyoshi Kurosawa)] [ D 7 ) 2 < [##AGET]] [Charis-
ma of Film] (7 A F L v, 2006), 301.
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framework, which is similar to what Kurosawa meant by ma-
chinic films.

Narrative or beautiful shots are not the only elements that
determine the quality of film. Likewise, music is also affected by
other elements besides melody or phrase. Both film and music
begin when a switch is turned on, and finish when it is turned
off. The important thing is the switch: once it is turned on, it
starts a mechanism in which shots and sounds automatically
flow as if on a conveyor belt. Beautiful shots or melodies are not
inevitable components; what is indispensable is the mechanism
that supervises these elements and controls the whole.

Music is formed when this mechanical system functions well
and movements occur, not when musicians put together frag-
ments of phrase. How smoothly this mechanism functions de-
termines the quality of music, not the individual talent of the
musician. Things like phrases or techniques associated with par-
ticular musicians do not affect it, either. The mechanism and its
consistency as a whole have priority over these details.

Having well-crafted shots does not necessarily mean that you
can make a good film. Mottomo Kikenna Yigi (The Most Dan-
gerous Game) has a scene in which Yiasaku Matsuda chases a
villain’s car with heroic persistence. This seems very unlikely in
reality, but looks natural in the film. The reason it looks natural
is that the film is loyal to the key element of a genre movie: as
long as the protagonist played by Ytsaku Matsuda is good in
the picture, even seemingly impossible events are accepted as
natural. The beauty of Matsuda, pistol in hand, dashing into a
three-storied building where villains are hiding is made possible
by long tracking shots by the camera as well as the cameraman’s
technique. The movement of the camera creates a tension in
the picture: once the recording button is switched on, the cam-
era unerringly follows Matsuda’s actions. The movement of the
camera itself is the beauty and wonder.

The function of the camera is the key element in filmmaking:
actors with individual characters, lines written by scenario writ-
ers and filmmakers’ aesthetics — the camera combines all these
elements. Actors move when the start is announced; scenario
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writers pay more attention to how to develop a series of images
than having interesting stories, and directors announce when to
start and stop. The camera plays the essential role in combining
these different functions.

Once a tempo and key are set, musicians can start their per-
formance. Depending on the genre chosen, appropriate phrases
stored at a subconscious level surface and thus the musician’s
fingers move smoothly. Quintessential phrases for rock, jazz,
etc. are retrieved and their fingers move without thinking. It
looks like the choice of genre shapes the performance; musi-
cians are not playing on their own terms. The genre functions as
a mechanism that determines how people can play. Musicians
in fact have no initiative in playing; they are affected by their
choice of genre and its mechanical structure.

What musicians need is machine-like accuracy to keep
tempo and rhythm consistent, not their own individuality. The
mechanism does not demand personality: it rather disturbs
rhythm and must be obliterated in order to retain the flow of
music. Humans become a part of this musical machine. They
must be willing to do so in order to function correctly.

The clichéd performances of V-Cinema actors show anoth-
er example: they function as parts of the V-Cinema machine,
which does not require any individuality. In Kurosawa’s V-Cin-
ema Suit Yourself or Shoot Yourself, the images of Sho Aikawa
and Koyo Maeda running are mostly shown in a distant shot,
and close-ups of their faces are rarely used. You can see them
running or going wild in the far distance but the details of their
actual behaviour are not clearly visible. You cannot find the ac-
tors’ individual personality here; the film proceeds as cliché-rid-
den expressions common in V-Cinema are shown one after the
other. Suit Yourself or Shoot Yourself is a typical example of an
interesting film made with only a series of images of actors run-
ning and going on a rampage. It is like the gaze of an infant who
can stare at the passage of trains forever. A critic once wrote that
a moving train in a film is the only thing necessary to make him
feel excited. Do moving pictures infantilize our gaze?
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Feel the rhythmic pulse in music, if you want to create a rhyth-
mic effect. By feeling a steady beat, for example, in a fourth-,
eighth-, or sixteenth-note rhythm, a rhythmic effect is achieved.
This is a subdivision of sound: a similar phenomenon is seen
in film movies in which twenty-four frames are recorded per
second. This is probably because it is considered the best method
to show movement. Sound and film both create movement by
pulsing or subdividing materials, and thus succeed in making an
effect that is slightly different from movement in reality.

Each of the twenty-four frames recorded per second are stat-
ic; however, each of these images does not stand on its own as a
photograph. These twenty-four frames cannot exist outside the
series that creates the flow of a moving picture. An individual
film scene, when seen by itself, looks unrelated to the whole
film; likewise, the subdivided frames on a strip of film can only
exist within the continuity of the whole. The essential element in
films and music is not twenty-four frames or individual sounds
but the mechanism that operates their sequentiality. A series of
still images does not immediately create a moving picture; when
it acquires continuous movement, a motion picture is made. In
films and music, frames or sounds are secondary elements to
the continuous movement created by the mechanism as a whole.

Music consists of both audible and inaudible sounds. For
example, sounds inaudible to the human ear, a pause between
beats, a subtle interval between rhythm guitar and bass line, or
between bass drum, snare drum, and hi-hat — these things are
indispensable for music. There is always a gap between musi-
cal notes arranged into a continuous temporal flow. Doesn't this
gap create the beat in music? Repetitive patterns made by sound
and gaps bring continuous movement in music. Gaps between
audible sounds are crucial to giving rhythmic effect to musical
notes that look static when seen on the score sheet.

Do moving pictures, where shots seem to continue one after
the other, have such gaps? Films record twenty-four frames per
second and subtle, invisible lines appear between each frame.
Our naked eye is not able to detect them, so it looks like con-
tinuous movement. The movement of people, when recorded at
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a rate of twenty-four frames per second, is not exactly natural;
we perceive it as natural because of the limitations of our vision.
The movement of these twenty-four frames looks natural in
film because the film does not reproduce reality. In films that
actually do reproduce reality, objects captured by camera are
divided into twenty-four frames per second, and thus images of
objects and invisible lines between each film frame appear one
after the other. This cinematic movement occurs through a com-
pletely different process from actual movements that take place
in reality. A subtle difference exists between motion in reality and
that of films, and I guess the latter creates an alternative reality.

I doubt whether the motion captured by our naked eyes is
genuinely real. Can our naked eyes capture objects as they are?
Our eyes need extra time to recognize objects and convey in-
formation about them through pupils, corneas, and brains. I
assume a slight delay occurs in this process. Probably humans
are not allowed to witness reality in its true form? Pupils and
corneas delay our recognition; therefore, a moving picture made
of a twenty-four framed filmstrip or our naked eyes cannot cap-
ture reality as it is. Delay and gaps always exist there.

The moving picture does not show things that exist outside
the frame. However, such invisible dimensions must also be a
part of reality, and the moving picture always consists of this
kind of invisible reality that lies outside the scope of the camera.
The conflict between what is visible and invisible: the latter ac-
centuates the former. The moving picture not only shows what
the camera has captured but also what existed beyond its fram-
ing. There is no interior without an exterior; likewise, the mov-
ing picture naturally involves the invisible that exists outside the
scope of the camera. The camera cannot frame everything; this
mechanical condition implies what lies beyond its scope. This
unseen reality may be the driving force of the moving picture?
What Stockhausen said about music is probably true about the
moving picture, too: start and stop are the only functions it
needs. You press the same button to start and finish recording,
and you need nothing else. The moving picture made as a me-
chanical system — you can see its mechanical framework.
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Once the moving picture, even a cliché-ridden V-Cinema,
starts, viewers follow its story and get a little excited as the end-
ing approaches. Once it starts, whether they like it or not, view-
ers are inevitably drawn into the world depicted. The moving
images are perhaps the only indispensable element of moving
pictures. You find V-Cinema boring but you cannot take your
eyes off the images on the screen. What then is the role of the
story? Why do people get excited at the clichéd content of V-
Cinema? Why do they get so thrilled at Ken Takakura and Ryo
Ikebe’s last raid scene that has become a routine in the Showa
Zankyo-den series? The more their expressions are routine and
mechanical, the more interesting the moving picture becomes.
Watching their cheesy expressions, people stop thinking. Once
they become like that, they feel an infantile excitement by just
looking at things moving. Thinking may be the enemy of the
moving picture. Those who feel sheer joy at watching moving
images, stand opposed to the act of thinking.

The words “Dead Stick Landing” mean losing all power of
the engines and propellers of an airplane. When the engine
stops, the airplane cannot continue its flight. Mechanical con-
tinuity is lost and the plane becomes uncontrollable in the air.
It stops flying and descends slowly onto the ground. If lucky,
it can make a forced landing on some flat ground. Its destiny
depends on luck as nobody can determine where to land under
these circumstances. Probably it can land somewhere safe, or it
may sink in the vast ocean without a witness. However, this will
not be the end: the plane does not materially cease to exist. The
aircraft forced to land on the ground or in the sea slowly cor-
rodes, which gives it an extended form of life.

The failure of an engine or stalling of a propeller, therefore,
does not immediately bring the cessation of life. The airplane
remains there, corrodes, and will be slowly transformed into
junk, but that does not mean that the plane ceases to exist. The
process of disintegration allows the plane to live in an extended
form. Its materiality lingers on after the engine stops, or even
when the emergency landing ends in failure and the plane
crashes. When human beings are dead, they are buried under
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the soil and return to the natural life cycle: things thus exist in
eternal duration. If the corrosion and transformation into junk
also constitutes a natural process within this eternal duration,
the plane that is ruined or sunk in the sea also gains eternal life.
The aeroplane, once it achieves this state, does not cease to exist
even after becoming a complete wreck.

The aircraft is washed away by the waves and reaches some
shore. To scavengers, the debris does not have any particular
meaning: merely meaningless junk that is washed up there. The
forced landing is kind of like mail directed to an unknown ad-
dress. Dead Stick Landing is a video made for an audience whose
identity is unspecified, unknown. The address is unknown and
you will never know where it arrives. It, therefore, resembles a
plane that has been forced to land.
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Essay 02

Cinematic time is a product of various montage techniques in-
cluding cutaway shots and cutting an action. These techniques
deliberately cut time in reality into pieces, reassemble them, and
create a drama. This is basically a fictional time; numerous shots
are connected to construct a fiction. Montage is a key technique
to achieve this. On the contrary, in one scene/single, long track-
ing shots, filmmakers cannot manipulate time as much as they
want. The long take tends to be restrained by time, space, and
place in reality. Does this bring films closer to theatrical produc-
tion or documentation of reality?

The sense of time in long takes is closer to that in our real life,
compared with time as edited by montages. In Theodoros An-
gelopoulos’s The Travelling Players, six years’ passage of time was
crammed into a long take lasting twelve minutes. It is, of course,
fiction but has a flow of time close to that in reality. This one
scene/one shot had the effect of blurring the boundary between
fiction and reality giving both fictive and realistic impressions.
Long takes — uninterrupted shots without a single cut — fixate
a flow of time of, say, three minutes, exactly the same length of
time the camera ran for. In this sense, the time in long takes is
realistic, which is different to the montaged time.

Montage enables manipulation of time; however, the long
take approaches time differently. It brings a raw, realistic time
into films, and thus disturbs their fictionality. Films, safely pro-
tected inside a rampart of fiction, are thus released from con-
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finement in their own world and forced to confront reality. The
long take creates a chaotic perception in which both film and
reality are blended together.

The camera frames a part of reality, detaches it from actual
time, and transforms it into non-temporal being. The subjects
thus framed and frozen by the camera become fixed onto a film,
and a projector motor gives motion to them. This is how time
commences in films; this cinematic time, realized by still images
and a projector, is basically automated and mechanical. Shots
put together flow from a projector automatically. The montage
completely destroys the irreversibility of actual time; by cutting
and pasting it arbitrarily rearranges reality, ignoring the actual
temporal flow. Photographs freeze time and transform it into
something retrievable. The montage readily rearranges time and
fabricates a false impression as if all the images have emerged
in real time. Using these techniques, monotonous, mechanical
time, automatically divided into twenty-four frames per second,
is transformed into a spectacle.

However, do films really need these fabricated spectacles?
This is rather an extreme example, but in Andy Warhol’s films,
nothing happens. The camera is fixed on the ground and it just
captures a sleeping man or the Empire State Building; it just
documents a passage of time. Warhol’s films make me feel as if
I have become a factory worker who works on an assembly line
and watches a conveyor belt moving all day. Is cinematic time
comparable to this kind of tedious, industrial sense of time that
is like a conveyor belt? In the sense that the critic Atsushi Sasaki
described Warhol’s films as “watchmen of boredom,” it is a kind
of film where people watch a projector operating continuously.
This kind of industrial boredom and monotony is probably the
essence of films. In a projection room, the heart of a cinema, a
large projector sits in the middle; the audience seriously stares
at images projected onto a screen. Cinema is an inhuman, ma-
chine-dominated space; its audience somewhat reminds me of
workers in Fordist factories who are enslaved by machines.

Warhol uses long takes quite often; I assume his long take
shots also aimed at challenging fictionality by bringing a crude
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reality into films. Actual life is always boring, and the film, a
technology based on automated mechanical time, is also basi-
cally a boring medium. It involves a kind of boredom found in
Fordist factories; the only job left for humans in highly automat-
ed environments is to watch machines move. It is a nightmar-
ish boredom — humans being subordinated to machines. When
filmmakers cannot stand this boredom, I reckon they transform
images into a spectacle using montage techniques, etc.; however,
some filmmakers are possessed by this nightmarish boredom
and Warhol was definitely one of them. Another example was
Eugene Atget who took pictures at the same location over and
over again until he died. (Berenice Abbott also said that if pos-
sible, she wanted to take pictures of New York until she died. Do
many photographers like monotonous repetition?)

Were they possessed by this tedious repetition? It was Kraft-
werk that first showed us the pleasure of monotonous mechani-
cal repetition. People were possessed by this band because they
showed them the pleasure of humans being incorporated into
a rhythm box and led them to a realm where humans and ma-
chines are fused together. In this realm, humans are not the
masters of machines and machines do not enslave humans as
in alienation theory, either. The boundary between humans and
machines, or between reality and films, is obscure. Under these
circumstances, artists find it difficult to maintain their identity.
When they are uncertain as to whether the media they are work-
ing with is fictional or realistic, it is not easy to control their po-
sitionality. In fact, Kraftwerk on stage did nothing but press the
buttons of the synthesizer. When the role of artists is thus fragile
and unstable, the camera’s recording function becomes effective.
Warhols Sleep is heavily dependent on the recording function of
the camera; rather, we should call it a film that specializes only
in recording.

When shooting videos or photographs, you sometimes lose
the thread of what you are doing. The awareness that you are
conducting a shooting gradually fades. Your perception be-
comes obscure, thinking, who is taking the pictures, the camera
or me? Or landscapes? You are not sure whether you are actu-
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ally looking at reality or seeing it back through a viewfinder. I
sometimes think that the world existed from the beginning as
a visual image. The relationship between images and reality be-
comes reversed; people take pictures not because reality exists,
but reality emerges because the camera captures it. Or, any reali-
ty you experience seems like a photo. Reality is probably already
a photograph; we capture this photo-like reality with a camera
as if duplicating it. When you shoot, there is always a feeling that
the perspective of the world — the relationship between subjects
and objects has been inverted.

Some people criticize Warhol’s Sleep saying it needs editing
or it just presents reality as it is; however, I rather appreciate this
extraordinary film without the slightest fictionality. It is a sheer
product of the camera as a recording device; Sleep is a material-
ist film that is genuinely motivated by the mechanical functions
of the camera. Warhol’s film basically lacks artistic subjectivity,
but what significance does this have in films anyway? In my
opinion, artistic subjectivity conceals the mechanical monotony
that is the essence of films. Modern society transforms everyday
life into an event obliterating its boredom; likewise, the film, a
product of modern technology, creates a spectacle covering up
the boredom of technology under the name of drama and artis-
tic subjectivity.

The camera documents everything it is pointed at; this is
almost a synonym of violence. It captures literally everything
without making a distinction between misery and happiness.
The camera does not feel self-restraint or hesitation; nothing
stops it from recording. I believe filmmakers bring artistic sub-
jectivity or drama into films in order to conceal this violence of
the recording camera; this is how they try to domesticate such
violence. However, Sleep does its best to expose this violence.
The footage of a man sleeping for five hours and twenty minutes
cannot fabricate fantasies or fiction. What we see is the cruelty
of the camera that documents reality as it is.

Out of the studio system in the 1950s appeared film directors
who took no notice of artistic subjectivity and worked silently
on assigned projects (there was no such thing as artistic subjec-
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tivity in films first of all). They resembled skilled laborers work-
ing on an assembly line; as a result of the studio system, films
resembled a Fordist factory. The film-as-entertainment retains a
boredom that originates in modern technology, and filmmakers
accepted this as their fate. They showed no interest in artistic
subjectivity or creation of drama; renouncing these decorative
aspects, they confronted the sheer violence of the camera. The
camera that documents everything must have excited them. The
desire to film must have taken priority over their artistic subjec-
tivity and drama. Otherwise, you cannot explain why they spent
an incredible amount of time and effort preparing for actual
shooting, while only a limited time was given for script writing.

In the 1950s, the genre movie was still hot in Japan. Many
filmmakers adopted the principles that were typical of each
genre; hundreds of films of the same genre were produced each
year. When filmmakers are loyal to the principles of genre mov-
ies and keep repeating them, the narrative system ceases to
function and a monotonous, material texture of films gradually
emerges. They tried to create on screen a materialist world; like
in Warhol’s work, these films avoid affecting language, narra-
tive or reason, and the films exist as material substance. Kenji
Misumi’s Satan’s Sword is interesting because of the constrained
body movements of Raizd Ichikawa who becomes blind and
disabled, and the texture of water in the flood scene (For some
reason, a flood hits the peak of a high-altitude mountain). The
attraction of mass-produced samurai dramas lies in the tedious
pleasure of repeatedly watching films with a highly clichéd style.
This pleasure is different from what you experience when you
are in the midst of suspended narrative. It resembles what the
audience experiences in Sleep: the pleasure of staring at a flow-
ing film strip. The audience’s focus gradually shifts to the me-
chanical automatism of the camera, which records twenty-four
frames per second, and the material texture of the films. There is
an expression that film is a textural art, not a visual art; I suspect
people say so because the coarse texture of films reminds them
of materiality. The textural experience in films derives from an
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attitude of finding pleasure in the materiality of films, rather
than in its dramatic aspect.

I suspect that a primary concern of filmmakers who mass-
produced B movies in the ’50s was not pursuing artistic inspira-
tion or stories. They instinctively knew that accurate mechanical
functions and the scientific knowledge for handling films and
photographic papers are more important than artistic themes.
The narrative ceases to function as similar stories are repeated
in hundreds of films made each year. Actors appear as meaning-
less forms unrelated to narrative — I suspect the directors in the
’s0s thought this was how films should be. They must have been
more concerned with the violent aspects of recording cameras
and the tedious materiality of films; their interest in these ba-
sic components of filmmaking was far greater than that in fic-
tions made by montage. In other words, they were more serious
about the details of pictures than in making dramas. They were
so meticulous about how they showed detailed images that they
changed light settings for individual shots and tinted each leaf,
for example, with different colors to create a contrast between
them. This is inconceivable in the production of television dra-
mas, but they were adherent to detail because they considered
films to be material as well as textural art. Their enthusiasm be-
comes evident in realistic details including sets, props, location,
and space, not in imaginary stories. They created out of reality a
so-called tedious material spectacle. The filmmakers in the ’50s,
who were not willing to hide the boredom of material reality,
would probably appreciate Warhol’s tediousness.

The boredom in Warhol films could resonate with the mini-
malism of factory images in Yasujird Ozu’s films (he is said to
have kept walking eight hours a day for about three months to
find the location), or the shots of an empty staircase and daugh-
ter’s room in Late Autumn. They both project tedious material-
ity onto the screen.

Ozu, who insisted on prioritising cinematic perspective over
reality — he couldn’t accept the fact that the size of beer bottles
placed in the foreground and background is the same — resem-
bled in my view a factory manager who strictly controls prod-
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ucts. He treated props and actors’ bodies almost in the same way
as industrial products; for him, humans only existed for visual
effect. Additionally, the forms in Ozu’s films are concrete and
solid, but never abstract. For example, paper screens, window
frames, and wardrobes in the background are arranged for visu-
al effects, but still retain their materiality. Ozu’s films present the
outlines of subjects that are as precise as industrial goods; how-
ever, they do not abandon individual concreteness and avoid
abstract aesthetics.

These filmmakers declared their loyalty to machines: cam-
eras, recorders, and projectors, not to stories. Humans do not
play a central role in their filmmaking. For them, filmmaking
was an unconditional affirmation of the shameless violence of
recording cameras and silent acceptance of the ruthless materi-
ality of films and cameras. They paid homage to the tediousness
of these mechanical devices.

Sleep is purely motivated by the recording function of the
camera; there is no hint of fiction. However, as you watch, there
is a moment in this nonfiction film when the boundary be-
tween reality and fiction blurs. The actual reality documented
by the camera, a man sleeping for eight hours, suddenly looks
obscure for some reason. When I saw the news footage about
the explosion of a hijacked airplane in Red Army/prLp: Declara-
tion of World War, it also seemed somewhat fictional. Watching
the footage of the explosion gave a far stronger sense of reality
than witnessing a real explosion. You were struck by the strange
feeling that reality and fiction had been reversed. What we ac-
knowledge as reality — is it already a fiction, or do films blur the
boundary between them?

The film blurs the boundary between reality and fiction, and
bridges these spheres. And probably what we acknowledge as
reality does not really exist; we only have its “image” If that is
the case, we can say the film is a medium that captures this “im-
age,” rather than reproducing reality as it is. The naked human
eye frames reality, which does not exist a priori; reality cannot
exist without being framed by our eyes. Therefore, what we see
is probably a mere fiction. It is the nature of the human eye that
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it cannot really experience reality without framing. In this sense,
we are destined to live in a world of inverted perspective.

Even the film Sleep, said to be extremely boring, is not com-
pletely free of the danger of becoming a spectacle. A cat sud-
denly appears and this transforms the monotonous footage into
a spectacle. The cat emerges, walks across the screen and disap-
pears. A similar example is found in the action scenes in Tai
Kato’s films; several samurai brandishing swords enter and exit
the screen as they fight. The camera frame divides reality into
two spheres — inside (fictional sphere) and outside (reality) its
scope. This interplay between fiction and reality creates a cine-
matic spectacle; the binary spheres of inside and outside screens
emerge as the audience’s attention is drawn toward what lies be-
yond the camera. This creates dynamic movement in films.

The cat that walks across Warhol’s camera and the group of
samurai in Katos films both look equally vibrant. Their move-
ment across the camera brings dynamic action into the film.
It is a property of film that subjects can move into and out of
the screen. If a camera only captures people moving within its
frame, I would not call it a film. Their movements across the
screen draw our attention to what lies beyond. This external
reality is perhaps nothing but another image in a Bergsonian
sense but at least it pluralizes the images seen on the screen. The
framing leads the audience’s attention to a plurality of cinematic
images. This seems somewhat similar to a long-take technique
which injects real time and disrupts fictional time in films.
Therefore, we can say that framing pluralizes reality; the role
of the camera is not to confine subjects or reality into a single
frame and pursue some aesthetic goal. Framing serves to bring
to a head conflicting elements in films; it creates a site of dia-
lectical struggle where fiction and reality, fiction and another
fiction compete with each other.

The one scene/one shot technique frequently inserted in
Shinji Somai’s Shonben Raida develops a vague sense of time;
actual time embedded in cinematic duration disturbs the fic-
tionality of film. This effect dismisses the linear time framework
central to narrative films where time always proceeds toward
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a climax. No ending is necessary for Shonben Raida; it evokes
a sense of suspension where we don’t know when or how the
film will end. The notion of time depicted in this film is more
primitive than the modern, linear sense of time. It does not flow
like a river running from upstream to downstream; it is subtle
and wavering where the stagnant motion somewhat resembles
a marsh (Aleksandr Sokurov’s Spiritual Voices had a long take
that showed us this stagnant time, which reminded me of catfish
living at the bottom of a marsh).

The encircling, primitive time in Shonben Raida is not due to
the Japanese narrative structure kishotenketsu* typically found
in banal films. There is no dramatic scene in this film; using long
takes and long shots, it just shows a distant view of people mill-
ing around. The sense of time here is completely different from
cinematic time fabricated to flow in a linear fashion toward a cli-
max. In Shonben Raida, long-take shots frequently show charac-
ters moving into and out of the frame. The well-known example
is a scene in which several characters run and chase each other
on logs floating on a reservoir at a timber yard. They easily cross
the boundary between fictional space (inside the camera frame)
and reality (outside the camera frame), which creates an impres-
sion of fictional time and reality being gradually fused together.
What lies outside the camera scope is, of course, invisible, but
it constantly leads the audience’s attention toward the external
reality. And the crude, slow, actual time gained by long takes
disrupts the linear flow of time. Long takes in this film give the
audience pleasure as if time has been endlessly extended. This
pleasure is distinct from the thrill gained by fast editing often
used in recent films — probably recent films cannot accommo-
date this slow passage of time. For those who are used to fast
editing, long-take shots lasting more than three minutes may
seem extraordinarily dull; however, film is a medium that em-
braces opposite extremes — fabricated speed gained by fast edit-
ing and slow reality gained by long takes. Another example is
the opening scene in Orson Welles’s Touch of Evil, in which a

*  See translator’s note on p. 61.
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long take lasting more than three minutes creates the suspense
that explosives might blow up at any minute. The audience is
thrilled as this suspense proceeds slowly. Orson Welles was a
director who could work with both extremes: fictitious rapidity
and realistic slow speed. He did not sacrifice reality to creating
cinematic fiction; he achieved it by bridging fiction and reality,
and synchronizing fictional and realistic time. The long take is
thus effective in slowing down the passage of time in films.
Framing creates a boundary between what lies inside and
outside the scope of the camera, and subjects are frozen in the
moment they are photographed. Photographs that have cap-
tured a suspended moment trace this suspended time inscribed
in themselves, toward the past instead of toward the future.
Suspension and retrogression: the camera creates these move-
ments. Time in real life is, at the moment it is photographed,
suspended and stored as the past. From the moment the camera
has captured its subjects, they are confined to the past. In this
way, the camera constantly transforms the present into the past
immediate history. Photographic time is retrogressive: it con-
stantly transforms the present into a trace; it constantly resets
the reference point from which to look back at the present. Pho-
tography, which can only recollect the past, is in mourning for
the lost present. It keeps offering a silent prayer to the present,
feeling remorse and adhering to it. Therefore, photographers are
like chief mourners who bid farewell to the present and sub-
jects photographed. Photography certainly creates countless
farewells. In order to say goodbye to both the present and sub-
jects, pictures are taken. Photographers are powerless in this. I
feel that what we actually do is keep hosting a memorial service.
Photographers are in a state of indefinite mourning.
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Interview

The Plaubel Makina camera encounters the city through
your hands, mind, and body. Looking at your images, I have
the feeling that the city itself is there in order to reveal and
determine the interior structures, functions, and advantages
of the camera. You seem to use the exterior world including
streets, bicycles, cars, people, and cityscapes to reveal the in-
ternal, visceral quality and structure of the camera. For me,
the internal dynamics of the Makina become the real subject
of your images. The cityscape is not the real subject; it is more
like a pretext or an excuse to explicate the camera’s structure.

You can immediately tell that your black and white images
of the 1990s are shot with the Makina. There is a dehuman-
ized, mechanical feeling. Your pictures, even the black and
white analogue film images, seem to have this quality. This
sense of de-humanization seems completely new in the his-
tory of photography, especially street, urban photography.
Can we also say you have taken an approach that is com-
pletely opposite to paintings?

Photographers don’t have direct contact with their subjects. The
camera always mediates what you see. In order to make contact
with subjects, you look into a viewfinder first, and there they
appear; the encounter takes place through a viewfinder. So, for
me, images appear through the camera. As you said, I look at the
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subjects through the Plaubel Makina’s interior structure; what
interests me are the streets that you see through the camera, not
real streets. As you say, it is this interior structure that is the
important issue for me.

I've always been interested in the framing and composi-
tion of camera shots. I am more interested in how the image is
framed within a square shape than in the actual substance of the
photo. Also, moving images cannot be made without framing
and composition. In Sho o Suteyo, Machi e Deyé (Throw Away
Your Books, Rally in the Streets), Shuji Terayama made his pro-
tagonist shout, “What are you doing? Nothing starts when you
sit like that in the darkness of the cinema. Screens are always
empty” I suppose he did it to question the structure or system
of cinema, but my feeling was that you can’t do this by provok-
ing the audience through the images shown, from inside. Images
cannot be re-imagined unless you create shots with an alterna-
tive framing and composition: they’re the basic elements that
enable the creation of moving images. And you can’t completely
re-invent them, but you can come very close to doing so. That’s
how I think.

I like films made by Peter Kubelka and Michael Snow, the so-
called structural films. They don’t show the kind of images that
you see in ordinary films. They present the basic components
of filmmaking including photographic film, cameras, and pro-
jectors. They question the structure of images rather than the
stories or images themselves. I watched these films a lot when I
was in my twenties, so it must be from their influence that I'm
more interested in the structure of the image rather than the
image in isolation.

I don’t have a particular interest in the city of Tokyo. I don't
shoot looking for stories about the city. I happen to live there, so
I can easily shoot there; I don’t have to take the trouble to travel
somewhere else. I just shoot in Tokyo because it’s convenient; I
can do so whenever I have the urge.

When I started photography, I was more interested in how
to shoot than what to shoot. Cityscapes framed into 6x7 format
interested me more than what was there in the city. I get more
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excited about images of Tokyo framed into 6x7 than the city
itself. Streets, bicycles, cars, and people —I have no interest in
what these things imply. For example, I don’t wipe dust off nega-
tives; even if dust blurs the expressions on people’s faces or the
words written on signboards, it doesn’t bother me at all. What
I think is rather more important is that the dust can expose the
materiality of film. Streets, bicycles, cars, and people are, as you
say, a means to reveal the structure, framing, and composition
of the camera, and also the materiality of film.

I find the framing and composition of camera shots inter-
esting because they divide the world into two: what is shown
and not shown in pictures, what is visible and invisible. For ex-
ample, Mao Zedong discussed idealist dialectics that divide one
into two, not making two into one, against Marxism’s dialectical
materialism that eventually subsumes two conflicting ideas into
one. Contradictions are found in everything. They are essential-
ly involved in the nature of things — that’s Mao’s theory. Con-
flicting ideas always exist, and thesis and antithesis keep fight-
ing without reaching synthesis, which differs from the dialectics
of thesis—antithesis—synthesis that subsume the opposites on a
higher level. In Mao’s dialectics, which lack the higher dimen-
sion of synthesis, conflict and struggle endlessly continue. This
is Mao’s revolutionary theory and even after the revolution suc-
ceeded, it demanded that people purge spies and enemies of the
working class who were supposed to exist everywhere.

The movements to purge lackeys of capitalism and anti-revo-
lutionaries during the Cultural Revolution in the 1960s kept the
society in a state of contradiction and transformed Mao’s theory
into a reality. Mao said that the enemies of the working class
exist eternally, even after the birth of a socialist regime. Con-
stantly searching for the enemy is to keep dividing one into two.
It endlessly creates contradictions, and even when the conflict of
class has been negated by the establishment of a socialist regime,
turther divisions will be introduced. Did Mao consider increas-
ing contradictions, divisions, and conflicts to be the essence of
dialectical materialism? Reading this, Mao’s theory reminds me
of photography.
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Mao imagined permanent revolution as the ideal model of
revolution, and the Cultural Revolution led by him was a revo-
lutionary movement eternally moving without stalling. Just
like Mao’s dialectics, the camera constantly divides the world;
it is endlessly divided into the visible and the invisible, which
multiply. These two spheres remain torn apart, never being re-
integrated into one.

Shooting images amplifies the invisible, I think. The act of
shooting to visualize the world more deeply makes it even more
invisible. The desire of photography to fix the world onto a sheet
of photographic paper creates countless worlds that cannot be
captured. That is a de-visualization of the world. Photographs
drag people into a more opaque, invisible world rather than of-
fering clear visions.

If painters generally deal with the substance of images, I
would say I am different from them as I am more concerned
with structures. Since childhood, I've wondered why some peo-
ple draw figurative paintings when there are cameras, which
are more convenient. I wondered why they choose such a time-
consuming method, when cameras take less than a second to
capture things. This was how I thought as a child without much
knowledge about paintings, being ignorant about the individual
touch of painters, but I still feel a bit like that. The individual-
ity or distinctive character of the artist doesn’t interest me. Art
critics in Japan often think photography is beyond their under-
standing because unlike paintings it doesn’t show the photogra-
pher’s individual character. But from my point of view, I found
it harder to understand why the artist’s individual qualities are
so overrated. I don’t understand why art should be evaluated in
terms of the unique traits of the artist.

I suppose these individual characters were accidentally made
possible by structures? Structure precedes the artist’s individ-
ual identity and individualities are determined by structures,
not the other way round. It is the history of art and structures
that determine and create the personal qualities of painters and
photographers. That’s why I am interested in the structures that
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establish the individual qualities of artists, but care very little
about individuality itself.

I wonder when this tendency started, when people started
to show more interest in artists rather than what they express.
Perhaps photography tried to obliterate the artist as the centre
of focus. Pictures taken in Eugeéne Atget’s era, especially docu-
mentary photographs by Maxime du Camp, for instance — they
almost all look similar. But they are not boring at all. You can
concentrate on the pictures without being distracted by the ex-
istence of the artist.

Talking about human figures and bodies in film and video,
looking at your video work, I've always thought that your
treatment of the human form is very interesting. You seem to
use these images to generate a kind of pure “internal move-
ment and noise” within the picture. On the other hand, you
sometimes approach them in a more conventional way. Have
you changed the way you film humans?

For example, in your early Super 8mm films, you some-
times portrayed your own image. This created an interesting
feeling because the image of you (and the room you were
in) gave some information related to the artist (yourself) and
his surroundings. In one Super 8mm film, we can even see
a woman lying on the floor of a room and saying “bye-bye”
looking into the Super 8mm camera. This element was very
innovative for experimental films.

How important is autobiography in your video work? For
example, why do your videos include traces and scenes of
your wife’s artwork? Why do you sometimes bring interior,
private spaces into your films? What do public and private
images mean to you? Are there political meanings or inten-
tions in the distinction between the public and private?

It was at the end of the 1990s that I started shooting Everyday

XXX with an 8mm video camera. Watching the footage I shot
on the street later, perhaps because the sounds recorded by the
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video camera were very loud, the people and cars in the images
became pronounced in terms of noise. 8mm video cameras have
an automatic, simultaneous sound recording function. Listen-
ing to the recorded sounds, I discovered how noisy Tokyo was.
That’s how I started becoming interested in the sounds recorded
by the camera. In those days, I took short shots lasting about 0.5
to 1 second and accumulated them. As they were short, the re-
corded sounds were also short and they sounded very abstract.
It had the feeling of Pierre Schaeffer’s musique concréte that used
concrete sound materials to create music.

The 8mm video camera was for me a noise generator, rather
than a camera. I almost felt it made howling noises generated
by amplified electric guitars. I wasn’t thinking much about what
to shoot, I just wanted to fractionate reality by making intermit-
tent shots.

I had no interest in editing then. There wasn't enough equip-
ment, and I just enjoyed filming at random. I discovered the
environment I lived in, and this discovery was different from
what I had experienced with black and white photos.

You pointed out that I sometimes approach human beings
and bodies in a more conventional way. I think this is because
I've adopted long-take shots in addition to short, fragmented
ones. I started doing this because although my personal taste
tends toward the fragmented cutting techniques that appear in
works such as Stan Brakhage’s Dog Star Man, Hitoshi Nomura’s
Dec.1973-Oct.1974 or the Brownian Motion of Eyesight, and Jo-
nas Mekas’s works. I was also interested in films using long-take
shots as in Masao Adachi’s A.K.A. Serial Killer, James Benning’s
El Valley Centro, and Marguerite Duras’s Son nom de Venise
dans Calcutta desert. My new work Life Is a Gift was made by
combining these two elements.

In Dead Stick Landing, 1 intended to show each shot care-
tully, which was a different approach from the previous videos I
made. Therefore, each shot is long. You can say this approach is
more conventional.

I'll give you an example from Life Is a Gift. Holding the cam-
era close to the monitor set up on a shop window: images flow on
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the monitor, displaying the reflections of people and the street
overlapping with the real people walking on the street—and all
these images look fused together. This is a very unique video ef-
fect. The humans who appear in advertisements on the monitor,
the reflection of pedestrians in the window, and actual people
walking —all become equivalent when seen through the cam-
era. I have no interest in reproducing reality in films; things
which happen to be captured by the camera are all equivalent
images. Cars, buildings, and human beings — everything takes
on a similar value in terms of image.

I want to show the reality of the image; I don’t want to re-
produce a verisimilitude of reality through the image. Moving
pictures acquire a unique sense of reality by transforming exist-
ing human beings into images. Images create a different reality.
I sometimes approach human beings and bodies in a more con-
ventional way, not to attempt to reproduce reality, but to express
a sense of reality inherent in the image itself. That’s why fairly
long-take shots were necessary.

Looking at my long-take shots that last more than 30 sec-
onds, viewers become curious about the movements of people
in the foreground or that of cars in the background. Their sight
starts to wander around and visual perception gets more com-
plicated. Short shots continuously overwhelm viewers with the
impression of afterimages retained on their retina, while long-
take shots make them eager to scrutinize what is shown in the
picture. I adopted long-take shots because I thought if you keep
overwhelming the audience, they become passive; I wanted to
encourage their active engagement. By bringing two contradic-
tory elements, passivity and activeness, into one video, I intend-
ed to create perceptual tension between these two kinds of shot.
It’s not exactly like Mao’s dialectic, but it’s like the dynamics cre-
ated by the conflict between contradictory values.

Its not my goal to reproduce a verisimilitude of reality
through video, so I try to make self-contained entities. Relying
on objects in real life, you'll never reach the dynamism inherent
in the images themselves. But by introducing short- and long-
take shots, contradictory elements collide and differentiate from
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each other, and thus videos acquire autonomous movements.
I think this is possible. In this way, the tension between shots
is brought about by moving pictures’ internal structures, rather
than relying on external elements, and its internal integrity is
maintained. The reality of images is approachable only through
this kind of process.

I studied at Image Forum, a school for experimental film in
Japan, 32 years ago. In the Japanese experimental film scene in
those days, Takashi Ito’s structural film SPACY attracted much
interest. But it was unpopular among my classmates; they kind
of thought such structural films were self-referential and had no
future. People’s interest was much more focused on Shirouyasu
Suzuki’s diary films or private films confessing personal prob-
lems. Being influenced by this, I also thought of making a film
out of my personal, daily life, but I was never attracted to the
idea of diary films or private films that focused on the limited,
private realm. Both private and public elements, once they are
shown in films, are processed as equivalent images. Isn’t it then
difficult to distinguish them? Jonas Mekas’s diary films showed
the filmmaker’s social reality as a Lithuanian refugee and nul-
lified the commonly believed supposition that diary films only
deal with limited, private topics. An individual exists in relation
to others within a social network and there are no individuals
whose existence is limited to the private sphere. Individuals thus
lead a socialized existence, and there is no point distinguishing
between the private and the public.

The subject matter depicted in films can be anything. I just
want to work with the camera; this feeling is stronger than the
desire to shoot specific subjects. Everyday life materials are of-
ten shown in my work because I had a sudden urge to shoot
with the camera. It wasn’t that I witnessed something extraor-
dinary happening and decided to shoot— objects give me an
excuse to work with the camera.

Hiroko Komatsu’s work appears in my videos, I inserted it
thinking it would connect well with other shots. I don’t see vid-
eos semantically; her work and streetscapes don't suit well in
terms of meaning. I see videos as series of images. If the shots
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connect as images, the semantic relationships don’t matter.
That’s my attitude.

My videos are edited in such a way that private and public
spaces are intertwined. I don’t have a clear concept before film-
ing, but if there is a consistent element, it’s that I walk intensely.
Since I started photography, I've been thinking that the creation
of videos is only possible by walking. Even if you haven’t come
up with an idea, you can shoot something by walking. This con-
cept of shooting while walking makes private and public spaces
equivalent, in the sense that both are places I frequent.

You asked a question about autobiographical elements in
my works. I think my videos are made up of accumulations of
the experiences of walking around — walking is to experience
places. I don’t direct or stage scenes, so in that sense, I can say
autobiographical or empirical elements are strongly reflected in
my work.

To repeat, there is no border between the public and private
in videos. No border between images and reality, either; it’s in
the nature of videos to invalidate such borders. They rip mean-
ings away from spaces and whether they are private or public
doesn’t make a difference. Every shot is equivalent.

People tend to think social and political structures create
the public while private spaces are detached from this, which
is not true. For example, families function in capitalist society
as factories to reproduce labor, and in this sense, the private
is inseparable from the production process in capitalism. Isn’t
it impossible to distinguish between the public and private in
these terms? The belief that free, private space exists is a trick
propagated by capitalist society. People eat and sleep in order
to reproduce labor, and even recreation and relaxation are in-
corporated as a part of the production process of capital. We are
cogs in a wheel that operates 24 hours. Both public and private
spaces are controlled by the logic of capital.

How important is post-production in your video work? Have
you ever worked in collaboration with editors? How much
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time do you take to complete a video? What was the process
of creation and editing of Elvis the Positive Thinking Pelvis
and Dead Stick Landing?

Elvis the Positive Thinking Pelvis and Dead Stick Landing were
made to some extent in collaboration with editors. My previous
videos were unedited and I didn’t know how to edit digitally, so I
needed their advice. Shots in my previous work were extremely
short — so it might've been the influence of collaboration with
editors — these works are composed of fairly longish shots. They
have an easy, comfortable feeling, which is very beautiful; there
is no structural disruption, either. These are the differences
from my previous work. The roughness diminished and deli-
cate sensations inherent in my videos emerged. When working
with others, an unexpected part of yourself will be discovered.
I am being repetitive, but when making work that is unedited,
you can’t avoid the constraints of actual temporal contexts and
so unedited images tend to have a monotonous rhythm. By in-
troducing editing, shots are released from actual temporal con-
texts, and editing gives a more complex rhythm: you can con-
nect shots that have different rhythms. But it doesn’t mean I've
given up on non-editing. I've been thinking of making one like
that again. The excitement you feel when shooting material for
non-edited work — it’s a strange feeling of tension thats incom-
parable. You can't feel the same exultation when preparing ma-
terial for edited works.

I spend about a month or two on shooting and editing. I want
to create in quantity rather than spend too much time on each
work. Degree of perfection is of lesser importance than present-
ing up-to-date feelings. I'm interested in Godard’s agitation-
propaganda films in the 1970s or more recently Jonas Mekas’s
“365 Day Project” — works that seemingly capture the contem-
porary spirit of the times.
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Can you talk more about sound and music? Is it possible to
apply punk to image makings? What is punk for you? What
is punk in photography, today?

Punk is an attitude, said Sex Pistols manager Malcolm McLaren.
Punk has nothing to do with issues of performing technique; it’s
an attitude. It raises the question of how you commit yourself
to the world.

Punk declared that performance techniques don’t matter
and welcomed musicians who couldn’t play any instruments.
Listening to their music played with off-key guitars, I came
to realize that the instrument was not there only to be played
according to the Western scale. Anything goes— that’s punk,
and through it I discovered plural perspectives, that there were
scales other than the Western ones. This discovery was a big
shock, because until then I'd only played regular scales on a
properly tuned guitar. I discovered that things have multiple
viewpoints. For example, the drummer of the British band
AMM — this was not a punk band, though—didn’t play the
drums but just rubbed the surface of snare drums and cymbals
with his sticks, which was very beautiful. It taught me that there
are no rules in playing instruments.

In addition, punk was groundbreaking because it linked it-
self to the history of underground music in the 1960s and "7os.
Artists spoke in interviews about the influence of the Stooges,
MCs and Velvet Underground. I was surprised that they were
forthright about their historical connection with earlier musi-
cians while many rock bands overemphasized their originality.
I learned that music is created within a historical dimension,
and since then, I've started listening to different kinds of music.
It's important to associate yourself with history. When I started
photography, I was always thinking about how to link myself to
the history of photography, how to interpret it.

To your question “is it possible to apply punk to image-
making?” I would think it is possible and also necessary because
punk is anger. Expression with no fundamental anger doesn't
interest me. As a teenage punk listener, I was constantly angry,
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and perhaps I still am. There are too many things you feel en-
raged about living in Japan. In that sense, I am still a punk.

Rock in the late "7os had already become conventionalized.
Rock musicians’ anti-establishment statements and behavior
sounded to me like a mere commercial attitude. Musicians like
Boston and Journey (they were called industrial rock in Japan)
and music produced in studios after rehearsals had become
mainstream. It was a capitalization of rock. After the success of
Fleetwood Mac and the Eagles, 10-million-record sales became
average, so the bourgeoisie took the chance to develop it as a
new industry and customized it into a business. Hippie bands
that were singing revolution in the late ’60s like Chicago and
The Doobie Brothers were the first to industrialize. I remem-
ber it was around that time the American revolutionary Jerry
Rubin adapted to these conditions and built his reputation as a
businessman.

Punk music after the Sex Pistols had already become com-
mercial and smelt of money, but New York punk musicians such
as Johnny Thunders, Richard Hell, Suicide, and The Dead Boys
were all wonderful. When Johnny Thunders played “Pipeline,”
all the instruments had atonal, oft-key, and inaccurate rhythm.
Their bad technique didn’t bother me. I rather felt it was more
real than rock played perfectly. They deviated from convention;
everyone was sick and tired of over-produced rock.

A lot of Japanese punk bands had members wearing nazi
swastika armbands and I asked them why. I remember their
explanation was the older, hippie generation was offended by
them. Hippie band musicians who were older than me used to
do boring Mc (master of ceremonies) performances on stage,
saying “Everyone, drink beer and enjoy” before starting. I used
to wonder why I had to enjoy or relax while living in such an
insipid era. There was even a band that asked the audience from
the stage, “Do you love each other?” I was fed up with love,
peace, and the kind of society advocated by hippies. What they
called love was nothing more than being exploited to make
profits. Armbands with swastikas seemed more cool than these
tedious Mcs with their stale clichés. Hippies did business with
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“love” Compared with their love and peace, punks’ hate and
war sounded more authentic. Their armbands with swastika
symbols showed anger and destructive power against the exist-
ing order. If they had destructive attitudes against the reality we
lived in, being nazis or communists didn’t seem so bad to me.

Everything had become too formalized —I had that feeling,
and I guess I wasn't the only one. The Ministry of Education
organized rock concerts and the Beatles’ songs were adopted
in school textbooks. Rock had become rapidly commercialized
and bands that had raged against the world disappeared one af-
ter the other. The disco I was playing in with my band used to be
a place where people took toluene and become really wild. But
disco music gradually took over and people preferred dancing
all together to predetermined steps rather than taking narcotics
and going wild by themselves. Even in a place like discos where
people got rid of frustrations from their daily life, formalized,
homogeneous steps, anduniformity were forced upon us.

Yoshio Hayakawa, a member of the rock band Jacks once said
that he had so many things to say or sing that he had no spare
time to gain performance skills. I read his comment as he just
wanted to start singing as soon as possible, so he didn’t have
time to practice. Jacks’ performances were insane and their mu-
sic was on the brink of collapse, but it was because they reject-
ed singing and performance skills acquired through practice.
Hayakawass attitude was to speak with his own words despite be-
ing immature. The urge for singing was stronger than the fear of
being considered inadequate. Isn’t this irrepressible nature —in
other words, the spirit of punk — important?

The invention of digital photography allowed anyone to take
pictures. Acquisition of skills is no longer necessary. If you want
to express something, you can immediately do it. The same is
true about music that is nowadays largely played by comput-
ers. One of the reasons why I started photography was that I
thought it wouldn’t take much time to acquire technique. If you
aimed at mastering skills, you would soon be old. Now when the
technologies are highly developed, you need to have a punkish,
alternative sensibility rather than trying to become a virtuoso.
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In the text written for your photo book Ectoplasm Profiling,
you used the word “communist” I felt this word functioned
as the most powerful, controversial sign in the whole book.
What's the meaning of this word for you? What's the role of
ideology when you create artworks especially in the aesthetic
choices you make? What's the meaning of “communism” to
you?

Every revolutionary is condemned to death, said Sergei Ne-
chaev, and it was Vladimir Lenin’s words that revolutionaries
are “the dead on holiday” (they are destined to die). The goal of
communist society was the extinction of nation, ethnicity, and
class. And according to Lenin, the communist party anticipated
a world in which all these values would disappear and it would
achieve, in advance, the society yet to come. Nechaev’s com-
ment introduced above implied that revolutionaries, already
being dead, were prepared for their death. What Nechaev and
Lenin tried to say was that the communist party, as both revolu-
tionary and vanguard party, anticipated its death or disappear-
ance, and that it materialized these values in the present reality.

Photographic art transforms existing objects into “things of
the past” The moment objects are photographed they become
remnants of the past. This is a principle of photography. There-
fore, the things you see in pictures testify to their non-existence.
Isn’t photography the art that demonstrates the non-existence
of photographed objects? Photographs record the existence of
things in the past and also materialize their non-existence. As
communists materialize the death of self or nation, photogra-
phy materializes the disappearance of objects. Materialization of
death or non-existence — this is what the communist and pho-
tographer share in common, I think.

Photography fits naturally with the idea of death or non-ex-
istence. Doesn’t the art that captures “something which existed
in the past, and is no longer there,” resemble a ghost? It takes
existing beings toward nirvana. If revolutionaries are the dead
on holiday, revolution is a call from the dead. Likewise, photog-
raphy is a call from the world of the dead. Revolution and pho-
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tography approximate to death or non-existence: photographs
that imprint the trace of non-existing objects resemble death, or
in particular, corpses. Corpses, too, exist while they materialize
the absence of their owners.

When the Russian Social Democratic Labour Party split up,
the leftist group led by Lenin was the minority, but he named
his own group Bolshevik, the majority. The name came, I guess,
from their pride that despite the numbers they represented they
were the true proletariat. But if you literally interpret the word
“majority;” the real majority of human beings are the dead, not
the living. The existence of the dead might have occurred un-
consciously to Lenin’s mind, and so he compared revolutionaries
with the dead on holiday. For Lenin, the proletariat could have
been a class of the dead. If revolutionaries were really destined
to die, the seizure of power that the Bolsheviks sought would
mean that power was gained by dead or ghostly figures. Exist-
ing communists anticipate their own death — this is exactly the
same as the principle of photography that turns everything pho-
tographed into corpses.

Aesthetics are always determined by existing ideologies.
There are no genuinely beautiful things. Our perception of
beauty is always influenced by ideology and thus we feel beauty
looking at something.

Photographers have their own styles. Through each individ-
ual form of expression they reveal how they see the world. For
photographers-to-be, establishing a style is the first challenge
that they have to deal with. Photographers always demonstrate
their attitude of being-in-the-world, so once their style is estab-
lished, it’s not easy to change. Some photographers constantly
change their style, but I don't agree with that.

Having your own style is to doubt what the media defines as
beautiful. Consider the idea of beauty propagated by the media,
for example, cherry blossoms and Mount Fuji in Japan; land-
scapes are treated as aesthetically attractive, consumable objects
and brought under the umbrella of commercialism. This kind
of aesthetic covertly supports the ideology of capitalism, so art-
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ists who choose their own style should be critical of this kind of
ideology.

Looking at Parisian landscapes, some people are genuinely
moved and say they look exactly the same as in tourist photos.
But this happens because they are deeply influenced by the im-
ages created for advertising before actually seeing the place. It’s
a brainwashed view. And the role of tourist pictures is to con-
ceal the real Paris that has economic, ethnic, religious conflicts
behind a veil of beauty; therefore, tourist pictures side with
bourgeois ideology. Having your own style doesn’t mean un-
conditional affirmation of beauty, but to resist beauty manipu-
lated by ideology.

What Walter Benjamin meant by the term “the politicization
of aesthetics” was at the core of communist art. Communists
must scrutinize all aesthetics and examine the ideologies hidden
behind them. Every aesthetic conceals an ideology; without it,
aesthetics can’t exist.

For example, Italian Futurism declared that war was beautiful
which meant an affirmation of modern technology. Airplanes
and artillery invented by new technologies glorified war — the
atomic bomb was an extreme example. These weapons of mass
destruction were handled by remote control, so soldiers could
avoid witnessing their enemies. Also these weapons created by
modern technologies were very photogenic. Their attractive ap-
pearances in photographs or films were essential for the wars
that occurred from the twentieth century onward. Photogenic
images were necessary to conceal bourgeois ideology existing
behind war.

Photography doesn’t represent beauty; it is a medium that
captures perspectives that enable beauty. It shows the struc-
tures that beauty is based upon, the milieux in which beauty is
tulfilled. I don't usually use close-up techniques because they
obscure the context in which objects exist. Here is a beautiful
flower, and if you get closer to it, taking a nice photo is of course
easy. But the beauty of this picture is made possible by the en-
vironment where the flower blooms, which is not shown. For
example, if this flower were in Auschwitz, it wouldn’t be simple
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to say this flower was beautiful. Close-ups are effective in cap-
turing beautiful images because they conceal the contexts that
objects are surrounded by.

As Karl Marx said, communism is a process, not a goal to
be achieved, and there is no end point in my photographs and
videos. All my work remains in process and is never completed.
If there is a completion, it will only occur on my death.

The urban landscape became the greatest subject in Masao
Adachi’s film A.K.A. Serial Killer. Has the work of Adachi
ever inspired your video work? Is it still possible to use land-
scape as an ideology? Can landscape photography become
a new frontier of political photography? How do you think
contemporary urban landscape influences people’s behavior?
Is there a link between photography, landscape, and even
crime? Do photography and terrorism share something in
common?

I saw A.K.A. Serial Killer when I was twenty. No stories, no ac-
tors — I was surprised to know that you could make films only
with landscape images. This film relied on sheer imagination
about the landscapes that Norio Nagayama, the executed pris-
oner, might have seen, and it must have been the power of the
images that conveyed such a strong sense of reality. Films can
be made only with images, without stories or words. The details
of the backstreet landscapes in Aomori and the field of sunflow-
ers and apples shot through a taxi windscreen overwhelmed
me. I was convinced then that you just need details in film,
nothing else.

I came to know later that A.K.A. Serial Killer was made based
on Masao Matsuda’s landscape theory (fiikei-ron). Unlike prior
political documentary films, it has no emotional or humanistic
elements. The music by Masahiko Togashi and Mototeru Takagi
has a rather sentimental touch, but basically the film aims to
dismiss emotion and humanism from the screen.
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Matsuda, the producer of this film wrote, “It was because
landscapes were conceived more than anything else as “the
power” that confronts us. Norio Nagayama must have fired his
gun in order to tear those landscapes apart. The power of the
state would boldly destroy them and build instead, the Tomei
Expressway, for example. At the very moment we enjoy a pleas-
ant drive, “the power captures us and the landscape puts us un-
der a spell” In capitalist society, everything is transformed into
a monotonous landscape; Nagayama’s anger that he could only
express by committing crimes was no exception. So if you fight
against this capitalist ideology through emotion, your struggle
will be easily absorbed and dissipated in the landscape. In Japan
in the 1960s, emotional approaches were accepted as relatively
mainstream. In order to theoretically justify the armed demon-
strations, confronting the shields of riot police with planks of
wood or iron pipes, people defended themselves saying, “We
project our ourselves onto the shields of the riot police” It was
common in those days that political thinking took an emotional
form; the existentialist questions concerning protesters’ selves
were crucial in dealing with political tasks. Emotions were
nothing but a social construction created by environments or
systems. This way of confronting power only results in being
swallowed up by that power. The struggle that is motivated by
emotion in capitalist society will be consumed by the system.

A.K.A. Serial Killer captured inhuman landscapes that re-
minded me of life after death. The landscapes in the film reject
any hint of a humanistic approach. Details of the landscape are
accumulated so that this film reveals a world where people have
been expelled. Matsuda wrote that emotions are detached from
political struggle and only landscape remains. This was said as
a criticism of the inhumanity of capitalist society, but it also de-
scribes the essence of film. As capitalism has transformed peo-
ple into the commodity we call the labour force, film has turned
human beings into a mere detail of landscape.

A.K.A. Serial Killer portrayed landscape in a way alienated
from human emotion or feeling. As a landscape film, this work
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is still stimulating; landscape films or photography still have
some potential, I think.

In Tokyo, the moment you exit from a ticket barrier, you are
exposed to a flood of product commercials displayed on moni-
tor screens everywhere. On trains you hear endless lectures
about approved behavior: please offer your seat to disabled pas-
sengers; if you find someone who is in trouble, help them, etc. If
you live in a society like this, it must impact your consciousness
in several ways.

At rail stations, you hear announcements all day saying that
the safety of passengers is prioritized. You hear this type of
nonsense so often that you end up feeling irritated whenever
you hear the word “safety” Train announcements euphemize
“violence” into “trouble between passengers,” and “suicide” into
“fatal accident” This phenomenon is connected with the very
Japanese notion that public transport should always offer pleas-
ant, comfortable service—an idea that I call leisure fascism.
There are small monitor screens in every train carriage and they
endlessly play silly footage that exhorts people to have fun. If
people are constantly exposed to such phoney messages all the
time, they end up going mad. If you switch on the 1V, you'll see
a flood of product commercials that encourage you to seek a
better quality of life. At rail stations you are forced to endure
droning monologues telling you the importance of passenger
safety and mutual help, while on the street you constantly re-
ceive the message that human happiness in capitalist society is
achieved by continually buying things. No wonder crime occurs
frequently. If you look at the number of advertising signboards
in my pictures, nobody would want to live in such a place.

Terrorism, photography, and films are all deeply related on
a fundamental level. The principle of terrorism is to take the
minimum action in order to create maximum fear. This reminds
me of the early film technology called phantasmagoria that cast
a strong light onto a film and enlarged images projected through
alens onto screens. Or rather, terrorism is a kind of phantasma-
goria, don’t you think? As WalterBenjamin used the principle
of phantasmagoria to explain the experience of the arcades in
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Paris, terrorism can also be associated with the magical effects
of phantasmagoria. A fear of terrorism is the fear of illusions
created by terrorists. Recently in Japan, every time North Korea
launches a missile, alerts are issued on TV telling people to hide
inside large buildings, or the train network stops because of the
emergency. The Japanese media is trying to create a phantasma-
gorical terror out of North Korean missiles. This is ideological
manipulation by the Japanese government which approves of
the United States’ policies toward North Korea.

The reflections created by photographs are not real. By fram-
ing objects, photographs produce something different from the
original. Reconstructing the framed reality thus creates some
kind of phantasm. For example, Tokyo is not all chaotic as you
see in my pictures; there are tidier, nicer places, too. But an in-
tensive shoot of these chaotic places allows me to reach an al-
ternative sense of reality. This sense of reality, which is different
from the actual Tokyo, resembles the phantasms that terrorists
create. The fact that they are actually phantasms gives images a
strangely intensified sense of reality. Amplified images acquire a
stronger sense of reality. Terrorism, photography, and films all
have phantasmagorical aspects in common. Also, terrorists ma-
nipulate violence and information. In order to effectively notify
people of their activity, they choose the best sites for their pub-
licity and repeatedly carry out suicide bombings or hijacks. This
resembles the way that capitalism advertises products. We are
under the onslaught of commercial terrorism on a daily basis.

For terrorists, phantasmagorical images are nothing but a
means to achieve the goal of raising fear around the world. On
the other hand, photographers and filmmakers are haunted by
amplified images seen in the phantasmagoria. For them, the
images are a goal, not a means; they end up living within the
images they have created rather than in reality. Terrorists may
also use images as their means, but they will eventually become
drowned in them. But both photographers and terrorists are
haunted by images.
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You said you have done only a few exhibitions in Japan but
many in Europe. As a European, I consider your work to be
some of the most rigorous and important that has appeared
since the conceptual Becher School. Reflecting on the poten-
tial influence of your work (including your writing, not only
your photographs and videos), I feel that your contribution to
photography is actually far more significant than the Becher
School itself: 1) Your black and white photos introduced the
concept of visual noise and accumulation of information into
photography, and achieved a completely new way of compo-
sition and relation to space. For photographers, space and
framing cannot be related in the same way after seeing your
black and white images of Tokyo. 2) You invented a totally
new approach to video. Your video work questions the nature
of narration with a completely new direction and dimension.
3) Z-Trash Diary explored a further dimension in image-
making. Thus, you explored new, powerful possibilities in at
least three ways using different media.

If your contribution to the history of photography be-
comes more acknowledged, what changes do you think will
occur in image making in the future and people’s awareness
of photography? What makes an image contemporary? What
is a contemporary image, for you? Does the concept of con-
temporary image mean anything to you, or not?

I consider photography to be an essentially punctum-like me-
dium to use Roland Barthes’s term. Excessive details that resist
simple coded messages accumulate and create photographs. In
Japan, since the nuclear accident and the Tohoku earthquake,
photography has been treated predominantly as a tool to docu-
ment and convey social messages. If my work were to be more
acknowledged, people would pay more attention to the exces-
sive details in pictures that have been disregarded, and under-
stand an alternative mode of photography that goes beyond so-
cial codes. Photographs are more than messages or illustrations
conveniently added for the purpose of explanation.

159



BETA EXERCISE

Images are illusions. They have no substance; that’s why they
attract us with a strange fascination. Only when images are tied
to social codes and become convincingly real, can you relate im-
ages and the contemporary. Social codes transform images into
equivalence with illustrations, something explainable. If you
look at images as a reflection of the real, you fail to notice their
phantasmagorical fascination and fetishisms. Images are incom-
prehensible. They remain unknown forever and fascinate us.

Languages and currencies, just like photographs, offer im-
ages. Things that are real lie beyond the reach of humans. With-
out images, people can’t access objects. What emerges through
an image is reality. We are trapped in a sea of images and there
is no escape.

In order to understand contemporary life, images are thus
necessary. But straightforward understanding is not easy, be-
cause images always accompany phantasmagorical illusions and
bias. There is no image that you can easily share with others; we
all perceive them differently. People conceive contemporary life
differently. Understanding the contemporary is not as simple as
considering it through the simple term “contemporary image.”
In addition, images are also produced by ideological manipula-
tion. If fascists and communists both see contemporary Japan,
I'm sure they will hold completely opposite views. If such an
image universally understood in the population exists, it must
be one controlled by capitalist society.

How did you meet Takuma Nakahira? How was it like to film
him in Osaka? What is the most important lesson that young
photographers can learn from him? What is his heritage for
photographers of younger generations?

I have known Takuma Nakahira’s work since I was a student.
His pictures were good, but his writing also fascinated me. They
were rather Kafkaesque, saying what was important for photog-
raphy was not “I” but the world, and so I was deeply impressed.
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When I went to film him in Osaka, I thought his posture
holding the camera was very sculptural. It reminded me of Al-
berto Giacometti’s sculptures.

Japanese photography is often very autobiographical. Artists
who work in “I-photography” (shi-shashin) often don’t under-
stand that our identity is a social construction. There is no iden-
tity that precedes our existence, whereas people tend to think
that we are able to determine our identity on our own. Naka-
hira’s photos have a potential power to destabilize this kind of
idea in which our identity is something innate and inevitable.
His photos and texts make us believe that our existence consists
of the world and we are merely its component.

Nakahira’s approach has not yet fully influenced young Japa-
nese photographers, I think. The influence of emotional pictures
such as Daido Moriyama’s seems to be stronger. Many people
still think that photographers’ aesthetics should be predominant.

What about the political background of your generation?
Do you think your generation has some common political
background? In your life and creative aspect, how has your
political awareness developed over the years? How did you
become a political individual? How long did it take? Would
you have different political views if you were not an artist?

The people of my generation have a strong bourgeois sense of
humanism. On March 11, 2011, the Tohoku (or Northeastern Ja-
pan) earthquake damaged the nuclear power plants. Northern
Japan had been a domestic colony where the former farmers
mobilized from the region were used to provide a steady sup-
ply of proletarian labor for industry. The bourgeoisie had de-
liberately created a social and economic gap in the society so
that they could pursue their profits by taking advantage of this
situation. Unlike Western Japan, where commercial centres are
scattered around, the Tohoku district had a geographical dis-
advantage as there was no other trade partner than Tokyo. The
power balance between the regions was obvious; Tohoku was
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destined to be colonized by Tokyo. My guess is, probably the dif-
ference in agricultural systems— double-crop and single-crop
farming —also had an impact, but the economic relationship
between Tokyo and Tohoku was obviously unequal.

Tohoku used to be an agricultural region. During the Meiji
Restoration the Japanese government mobilized native farmers
into a workforce for the industrializing society. In order to se-
cure the labor necessary for industry, they destroyed farming
communities and the farmers who used to be deeply connected
to their land became penniless proletarian workers. Tohoku was
thus treated as a labor pool. When capitalists moved to South-
east Asia to exploit cheaper labor there, Tohoku was deserted
and the poverty remained. In the 1970s the politicians of the
Liberal Democratic Party (Lbp) tried to redistribute wealth
into Tohoku and other areas, and invested taxpayers’ money
into the development and improvement of the infrastructure of
the region. The nuclear power plants were also introduced into
Tohoku under the same pretext: redistribution of wealth and
revitalization of the region. It provided the best chance for the
Tohoku area, because local areas could receive huge subsidies
from the government and a major electricity company.

The comfortable lives of people in Tokyo have been built on
this sacrifice. The LDP government introduced risky nuclear
power plants into Tohoku under plausible pretexts, but when
the disaster hit the area, nobody worried about the structural
problems of capitalist society. They just chanted hypocritical
slogans such as “Go, Tohoku!” or “Let’s be united!” I personally
think the destruction of the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power
Station and the widespread diffusion of radioactivity in Japan
was Tohoku’s revenge, a kind of curse, for being colonized over
the years. When the reactors exploded, many people determined
to leave the country to protect their families. But I thought how
dare they do so after having had the benefits of a comfortable
life made possible by Tohoku’s sacrifice. The prosperity of Japan
had been brought about by the exploitation of domestic colonies
and the Third World. After exploiting them for so many years,
you want to survive the radioactivity? I don’t really understand.
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I almost wondered what else was left for Japanese people except
being exposed to radiation as their fate.

There are some people among the artists of my generation
whom I think share my political background, and their attitudes
are also anti-humanistic. Bourgeois humanism conceals all po-
litical issues. However, many photographers, the best known
example being the members of Magnum Photos, are motivated
by their humanistic convictions. So I think that not many artists
share my political view.

I'm from a minority class in Japan, so for me, politics and
private life have always been inseparable. Quite a few people in
this country reflect on art, private life, and politics as separate
issues, but I really don’t get it. Perhaps they do this because in Ja-
pan the truth is often made invisible under euphemistic expres-
sions. For example, “salaried workers” were once called “salaried
slaves” in newspapers. I think this latter phrase is very accurate
but this expression is now politically incorrect. The word “work-
ing class” is no longer in use; we have all become “citizens.” This
word “citizen” has made me feel uncomfortable since my child-
hood. It sounds too flat. From the word “working class” you can
imagine real working people, but the word “citizen” sounds too
abstract to actually feel their existence. My generation grew up
in an environment where the essence of things wasn’t twisted by
such deceitful phrases. This kind of linguistic environment has
cultivated my political awareness over the years.

If I were not an artist, my political awareness would still be
the same. If I suddenly became a millionaire or something, it
might change, but I doubt it. It’s not easy to abandon the values
you grew up with even when the environment changes.

On slides: Elvis the Positive Thinking Pelvis can be considered
an interesting, complex approach to slide screenings. You also
did some exhibitions using slides in the past. How important
are slides for you? How did you develop the idea of slide ex-
hibitions? What is the difference between using slides and
videos?
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I did a slide exhibition at a gallery in Ginza a few years ago. I used
twenty slide projectors put randomly on the floor and projected
images onto the ceiling and the walls. I did a performance there,
too: I shot the portraits of the visitors who had paid 5,000 yen
with a Polaroid camera. Until then, my photographs had been
displayed in galleries almost all in the same way — 60x50-sized
pictures were shown on the walls in vertical lines of 4 pictures
each. So this slide exhibition gave a very spectacular impression.

When I was invited to screen my slides, I intuitively felt I
didn’t want to use digital projectors. The analogue feel you
get from slide projectors seemed to be more attractive. I just
thought it would be nice to hear their rattle when changing
slides one after the other, but I wasn't feeling nostalgic for film
photos. The projectors constantly rattle flashing lights on and off
at the venue — I thought it would be a beautiful sight.

I want to show my videos in the same way. I'm thinking of
bringing several video projectors to a venue and projecting im-
ages.

I like the expanded cinema that was in vogue from the 1960s
to the ’7os in experimental film circles. They used multiple pro-
jectors to show images on a screen, or did loop screenings. For
example, in Annabel Nicolson’s Reel Time holes were punched
into the reel of film using a sewing machine. Takahiko Iimura’s
Dead Movie used two projectors — one with a black film leader
looped and another operating with transparent celluloid aimed
at each other. This type of film installation interests me; you could
say I was never tempted to make film installations without them.

Thinking back, the slides in those days had a bit of a nostal-
gic feeling but by using digital videos, such sentimentality can
probably be avoided. Kenneth Anger named his box set of films
Magick Lantern Cycle. I also consider my videos to be magic and
am hoping to create the lantern-like atmosphere that slides have.

Digital videos differ from slides in being the latest technol-
ogy and are therefore more inhuman. They have an inorganic
feeling. But at the same time, the latest technology is the very
thing that creates magic. The latest technology does this, I think;
just like electric guitars in the ’50s, the latest technology then,
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exposed the voodoo magic of African American blues music.
Mellotrons or analogue synthesizers, the latest invention in the
’7os also, involved something ethereal. I remember how the
Beatles used a mellotron in “Strawberry Fields Forever”; it was
very magical. Videos have a new power which is different to the
nostalgic associations of slides.

Hiroko Komatsu kindly told me she felt something ghostly in
my videos. I believe a magic lantern-like eeriness dwells in the
latest technology.

What is it like using an LcD screen instead of a viewfinder?
What kind of digital cameras do you use, and how do you
choose them? What is the biggest limitation of digital cam-
eras?

I still haven't gotten used to LcD display. Unlike the viewfinder
on film cameras, you can’t look through it and become one with
the camera. I always feel somewhat uncomfortable when I use
it. But it may work better that way. The Lcp display makes me
feel that I'm operating the camera, not taking pictures. I don’t
feel 'm a photographer; I become the operator of the camera.

I'm using a Ricoh GR digital camera. Someone in charge of
GR asked me to use it as part of a sales promotion. Recently I
have also used an iPhone camera; the zoom function is handy.
I'm thinking of making something with iPhone video footage,
probably around next year.

I had a wonderful opportunity to see for the first time in
many years, films by Michael Snow, James Benning, Toshio Mat-
sumoto, Takashi Ito, and Jun’ichi Okuyama. They still inspire
me. Film has a depth in its frames, and strong texture, which is
lacking in digital videos. In short, digital videos are lighter in
texture and their pictures are also flatter than film.

However, digital videos are easy to edit and have greater ad-
vantage in terms of cost. I use two hours of footage to make a
piece of work that lasts about twenty minutes. If I used film, it
would cost a lot more.
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Digital video definitely has a lighter, flatter texture than film,
but this lightness can be its advantage. The cost issue could be
involved, but Frederick Wiseman and James Benning have also
shifted to digital.

A limitation of digital video is that the image is so clear that it
only creates a flat impression. The material texture found in ana-
logue film images is also absent. This is the limitation of digital
videos, but I repeat again, it can also be its positive point.

The train in the Lumiére brothers’ The Arrival of a Train at
La Ciotat is not real, nor material, either. It's an enlarged im-
age produced on the screen by a projection of light. Although
people knew it was only an image, they panicked and ran away,
probably because they sensed a materiality different from real
trains — for example, particles of film appeared with the image of
the advancing train. The audience would have seen enlarged film
particles on the screen for the first time. They could have felt that
these particles or even the film itself was going to attack them.

Compared to this kind of experience, digital images are just
too clear. They look clearer than reality because the grainy tex-
ture is eliminated in digital videos images? Is it possible to ex-
press the film texture we found in The Arrival of a Train at La
Ciotat in digital?

To create grainy texture using media that don’t have this ma-
teriality.... I am interested in the material texture of cameras
and film, which are excluded in digital videos. Digital media
seek a purer reproduction of reality and therefore won’t accept
the “impurities” of film cameras. The abnormally strong urge
for accurate reproduction of reality, as seen in the inventions of
4K and 8K cameras, denies noise and materiality. The images
captured by 4K or 8K cameras are no longer a reproduction of
reality; reality can’t be this clear, flat, or beautiful.

The beauty of digital cameras resembles an image of heaven I
used to have as a child. Beautiful images floating in flat space....
Can digital videos resemble ghosts? Ghosts scare people be-
cause they appear in the real world without having a material
base. The possibility of digital videos, if there is such a thing, lies
in a ghostliness of this kind.
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And if some kind of materiality could take place in digital
videos, it would be ghostly. We know ghosts have no material
substance, but we cannot help perceiving them anyway. No mat-
ter how much you search, you won't be able to find them. The
less your chance of finding something, the more you look for it.
Its sheer absence makes you seek an alternative materiality. The
despair of not being able to find materiality in digital video will
create a new materiality for it, I think.

Additionally, you can manipulate prints and create some
effects to stimulate viewers emotional responses to black and
white photographs, but if you try the same thing with digital
pictures, the results will be a joke. Emotional effects added to
digital photos often end in awkward results; digital technology
is not compatible with human emotion. However, this kind of
inhuman quality is very attractive for me.

Reading Ectoplasm Profiling, I had the feeling that your writ-
ing is slightly similar to painting. It made me think of paint-
ings by Tsuyoshi Higashijima, for example. Have you ever
used paintings? Are you interested in painting at all?

In Tsuyoshi Higashijima’s paintings, line and plane elements col-
lide and integrate within a picture. My texts are certainly chaotic
and not easily resolved into a structuralized view. Higashijima
seems to be a painter who attaches great importance to conflict-
ing elements in paintings, while my texts and especially photo-
graphs and films also contain multiple discrepancies. Perhaps
you can say conflicts are maintained without aiming at sublation
in my texts, photographs, and films. In that sense, you are right
to reference Higashijima’s work by reading my texts.

I've never tried to bring painting-like effects into my black
and white photographs. You may find unintentional effects,
though. For instance, the foreign press once wrote that my
streetscape pictures with electric wires all over the place resem-
bled Jackson Pollock. Paintings certainly interest me, but the
method that I intentionally brought into my photographs is that
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of film. The electric wires that look like scratched wounds come
from the unconscious influence of the experimental filmmaker
Stan Brakhage, and it’s through Yasujird Ozu’s influence that I
capture things layered against the background.

I adopted a method from painting in Ectoplasm Profiling, in
which photographed objects are out of focus and blurred, creat-
ing an abstract feeling. All my black and white pictures are clear,
sharply focused, but in this photo book I used a completely new
approach. To put it simply, I wanted to introduce brush stroke-
like ambiguity. Ectoplasm Profiling was made under the influ-
ence of collage or paintings.

My black and white photo books present each picture sepa-
rately, but in Ectoplasm Profiling I wanted to combine multiple
images with words. Various textured papers were used because
I wanted viewers to experience different sensations of touch as
they go through the book.

I usually check the results of digital photos shot by Ricoh GR
at increased playback speed, probably played at around o.5. The
things that have been captured don’t interest me much —I just
like looking at a series of pictures at a faster rate like time-release
films. Ectoplasm Profiling was made to reproduce this kind of
images that reverberate on the retina.

Just before I made Ectoplasm Profiling, I had a chance to see
the Francis Bacon exhibition in Tokyo. The images of human
figures he painted: their outlines melted and metamorphosed
into something else —this inspired me. I wanted to create a
hazy, disquiet ambience that foreshadows objects which mani-
fest themselves on the retina. So I decided to insert texts be-
tween photographs and make collage effects.

Ectoplasm Profiling didn't receive positive reviews in Japan,
by the way. Probably because people here only saw me as a black
and white photographer and they didn't get its concept of col-
lage. It was kind of ignored completely.

How do you create texts? Do you start from an idea or does
the process generate itself during writing? How did you write
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the text in Ectoplasm Profiling? Have you ever been interested
in Gozo Yoshimasu’s writings?

The process of writing generates the texts. I don't arrange my
thoughts before I write. Sitting in front of the computer, my
hands naturally move. It’s a bit shaman-like; I even think so
myself. But when I try to arrange my thoughts and output, my
hands suddenly freeze. The same thing happens when I talk. In
earlier days, I used to talk looking at notes on which I scribbled
what to say, but it didn’t work well. One day I stood on the stage
without preparing and I could talk well. Maybe 'm shaman-like
by nature?

The texts in Ectoplasm Profiling were also written in the same
way. In 1972, there was an extreme leftist group called the United
Red Army in Japan, rather like the Italian Red Brigade. When
I was writing the texts for Ectoplasm Profiling, I was reading a
book about them. So those texts were written under its influ-
ence. The United Red Army eventually declined after the lynch-
ing of group members and a gunfight with the police. Its leader
Tsuneo Mori, during the interrogation of one member who was
alleged to have committed espionage, thrust an ice pick into the
suspect’s heart saying, “If you are a real communist, you won’t
die” The man obviously died, but Mori concluded that he was a
spy because a real communist couldn’t possibly die. I read this
and was very surprised to know that Mori believed that com-
munists could transcend death.

As André Bazin wrote, photography is the detaching of ob-
jects—as if photographs are treated with preservative and given
immortal life — exceeding the duration of time destined for any
organic life. By being detached from moments in actual life, pho-
tographed objects gain a kind of immortality. Isn't this, in other
words, transcending the death ordained for all living things?

Mori might have thought communists have immortal flesh.
I guess for him communists existed in a non-human form; he
didn’t see them as organic and alive. He conceived communists
as people who were transformed into some kind of different
matter. In Dostoyevsky’s Demons, Kirillov, who was modelled
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after Sergey Nechayev, said: “Go beyond death, that’s the new
human being” For Nechayev, who wrote that revolutionaries are
people who are sentenced to death, revolutionaries were already
dead and therefore death was nothing to be feared. And those
who are not scared of death are not human but only organic sub-
stance. To have immortal flesh is to transcend death, so I think
communist is another term that denotes something material.

Communists transform human beings who have an organ-
ic body into something more durable. As a pseudonym Stalin
means “iron man’; communists were willing to become physi-
cally non-human. Aren't they similar to photographers whose
job is to fixate real world objects onto photographic paper? As
Mori struck the ice pick through the heart of one of his fellow
members and expected him to overcome death, photographs
detach objects from organic time duration and give them eter-
nal life. In other words, their job is to pronounce organic life to
be dead.

I wrote the texts in Ectoplasm Profiling based on my notion
about the connection between photographers and communists.
The former detach photographed objects from the organic cycle
of time, provide preservative treatment, and give them eternal
life, while the latter aim at the inorganic materiality that tran-
scends death under the belief that real communists won’t die.

G0z0 Yoshimasu’s writings are good, but I prefer his pictures.
His double-exposure method is epoch-making. He left films he
once used for many years, and when a suitable time arrived,
took them out and used them again. The fact that when he re-
uses films, he doesn’t remember what he previously used them
for, surprised me very much. I was interested in his indifference
to what he had once photographed.

Yoshimasu’s photographs don’t record subjects; they seem to
capture the traces of relationships between the artist and sub-
jects. Therefore, his pictures strongly imprint the existence of
the artist himself. Just as Jonas Mekas’s films can only be catego-
rized as Mekas’s, the same is true with Yoshimasu’s photographs
and films.
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Breaking the rules of narration, subverting narration, can
also be a way of making political art to some degree. TV
commercials mostly use a relatively standard narrative and
symbolic format. Taking an anti-narrative approach is also
a political choice. Do you think of Ectoplasm Profiling as an
anti-narrative book? Do you think that the video Everyday
XXX and the book Ectoplasm Profiling share something in
common, in terms of narrative style?

Film narrative has never interested me; Ectoplasm Profiling is
an anti-narrative photo book. Photographs and films shouldn’t
be a slave to stories. Excessive detail in images can’t be subor-
dinated to the narrative. Accumulation of detail creates photo-
graphs, and photographs subordinated to narrative become il-
lustrations. Around the time I started photography, I saw Ed van
der Elsken’s photo book shot in Paris, and the overly strong nar-
rative that pervaded the book irritated me. The sheer details of
the pictures were made invisible — it was just an explanation of
young adults who were influenced by existentialism, hanging out
on Saint-Germain-des-Prés. Are narratives necessary in photo-
graphs or films? Why? Subjects are shown — that’s all you need.

Ethnicity, religion, class, and nation —all these are fictions.
And they are very well constructed. But if you are a communist
who wants to abolish these things, you have to take an anti-nar-
rative approach. That’s because these values are invented fictions.

My photographs and films are very minimal. I intended this
because I thought it would reduce the risk of forging narra-
tives in my work. When my retrospective exhibition is held in
the years ahead, the venue will be filled with photographs that
look more or less the same: similar type of pictures continuing
from the entrance up until the exit. There will be no space for
stories there.

We live surrounded by narratives. From the old ones like eth-
nicity and religion to those invented in the 20th century like
humanism, class, and nation —many such constructions sur-
round us. They precede our consciousness, function as super-
concepts, and direct our lives. We don’t tell stories; stories make
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us tell them. You may think you speak voluntarily, but in truth
stories make you speak. Plus, they are so banal that anybody
can understand. People enthusiastically tell these banal narra-
tives as if they invented them. Repeating stories is to become
their slave. People don’t tell them from any kind of free will: the
stories haunt them, but they tell them as if they were original.
Stories thus find people who by telling, establish their identity in
a community. When they’re repeatedly told, the old, banal nar-
ratives create a sense of solidarity between people.

Communities are built on consensus; for example, if some-
one says, “This is A,” everyone in the community including my-
self should be able to understand it. The fact that everybody can
understand it is important. Photographs and films refuse to be
understood by everyone, but communities are based on mutual
understanding between the constituent members. Therefore,
those who belong to a community hold the same ideas, feel sat-
isfied in sharing the same thoughts with other members, and
seek friendship and affirm identity there.

Stories or narratives are a device to establish mutual un-
derstanding. People believe this can help circulate the same
thoughts among members of the community. Subverting stories
is to see reality without the help of this device. If you look at
reality without stories, you'll realize it actually consists of details
that are beyond our understanding.

When people tell nationalistic stories, they assume we all
naturally love the country we are born in. People consider love
of one’s country to be an inborn human condition although it is
a fiction. These stories are taken for granted without good rea-
son and then circulated. Communist artists who stand for abol-
ishing nation and class should keep saying no to such narratives.

Montage is a technique that uses human nature to find
meanings in combined images. In Everyday XXX and Ecto-
plasm Profiling, 1 intended to keep the shots disconnected; it’s
an anti-montage technique in which disconnected shots don’t
produce meanings. Shots next to each other just adjoin without
any significance. Montage creates the illusion that disconnected
images are connected; on the other hand, in both my works,
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disconnected images are placed next to each other —however
they are unconnected. Everyday XXX was also made with this
anti-narrative sensibility.

Have you ever planned to print Z-Trash Diary in book for-
mat? Or will it always be online material? Why did you de-
cide to show your pictures on the Internet?

I'd like to publish Z-Trash Diary as a book, but I assume no Japa-
nese publisher would be interested. Is there any Italian publisher
that might be interested, do you think?

Z-Trash Diary would probably be a book similar to Ectoplasm
Profiling, but the collage element would be stronger, I imagine. I
am interested in collage, which in my opinion is what photogra-
phy essentially is. The streetscapes of Tokyo made by patchy con-
struction and random city planning that I shoot, look like collage
work. My black and white pictures are usually displayed directly
on the walls and I'm well aware of the connections in collage.

To your question “Will it always be online material?,” not
necessarily so. Z-Trash Diary happened to be online because
there was nowhere else to show it. Plus, I thought that pictures
taken by digital camera looked better seen through computer
monitors. But digital printing technology has improved these
days; I could probably show them in good print form now. My
frustration about showing work on the Internet is that I can only
show one picture at a time. I'd like to expand Ectoplasm Profiling
by adding some video work and doing an exhibition.

In addition, Z-Trash Diary has a feeling of showing unselect-
ed pictures —a bit like showing contact prints of film photos.
So some of them were rejects, some of them look obscure. My
black and white photos are carefully selected, but those in Z-
Trash Diary are different, they are more randomly chosen. But if
you keep on posting both rejected and successful pictures on the
Internet, the distinction between good and bad photos becomes
unclear. You'll never know what is good and bad. I sometimes
doubt the criteria of selecting pictures.
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Looking at film photos taken a while ago, those pictures you
thought were failures and you didn’t show immediately after
shooting, can sometimes look very good with the passage of
time. A mysterious phenomenon. The more time goes by, the
more interesting all pictures become. Is this a distinct quality of
photography? If so, can good or bad photos really exist?

When developed prints are left inside a file box for several
years, something different may be added to them. Photographic
art is said to capture moments, but perhaps what has already
been photographed, matures.

Wolfgang Tillmans said he was obsessed with creating “new”
car images. Someone said to me that Takashi Homma cre-
ated a “new vision,” although I personally don’t agree. A lot
of photography critics are obsessed with what comes next in
photography, as if we can witness a never-ending change and
mutation process. In your case, you say that photography has
nothing to do with becoming new or renewing critical ideas
toward an idealistic future. In Italy, very naive critics and
photographers exist who still think that black and white is
old and colour is new. Why do people and society still need
images and poets?

Nothing is older than the desire to see and experience some-
thing new. Constantly looking for new things is a most conserv-
ative psychology. For example, think of the history of photog-
raphy; has photography achieved any progress since Atget? A
progressive view of history that believes art must “progress” is a
trap of modern society.

People who always seek something new in art, in short, con-
sider art to be a consumer commodity. Consumption always
requires new products. Capitalist society demands that we look
for something new, fresh. Consumers, too, they probably feel
themselves somewhat renewed by buying new products. Capi-
talist society has produced a kind of shopping addiction among
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people on a daily basis; they are convinced that they can renew
their identity by consuming.

People who seek new modes of art resemble shopping-ad-
dicted patients who always have to keep buying new things.
They never confront artwork properly. In capitalist society, art
is treated as a series of accessories anyway. Most people see or
talk about art in order to improve their image. They don’t like
art, they just love being involved with it. That’s why they pursue
new things.

I've been taking the same kind of pictures for over twenty
years so people often think 'm a conservative photographer.
When I showed Ectoplasm Profiling, people told me I had chal-
lenged something new, but nothing had changed from my pre-
vious black and white photos in terms of my method that fo-
cused on details of urban landscape. I like repetition. I am the
type of person who finds pleasure in repeating routines.

It was Lou Reed who deplored the immaturity of contempo-
rary poets by singing “The poets they studied rules of verse” in
the song “Sweet Jane” This phrase makes sense when you look
at the advertising slogans that flourish in Japan. The title of my
video that I showed last year, Life Is a Gift, was taken from the
Isetan department store’s advertising campaign at Christmas
promotion time. It's an empty slogan that has no other message
than to encourage people to buy Christmas gifts at Isetan. Now-
adays advertising agencies have become like poets in Japan. The
Japanese rock band Zunou Keisatsu translated Hermann Hesse’s
poem “Leb wohl, Frau Welt” in their song “Farewell, Mrs. World”
and sang: “The world lies in junk/ We used to love it so much/
Now Death no longer/ Scares us that much/ The world always
gave us love and tears/ But we have no dream about your magic
any more” And the lyrics continue: “We are fed up with your
weeping and laughter” and they say farewell to Mrs. World. We
need poets because the world has become a rubbish dump. But
poets in capitalist society can no longer admire Mrs. World who
was once beautiful. As you wrote, Marco, people are “obsessed
with creating ‘new’ car images” The magic of capitalist society
has already gone. What's the point of contributing new images
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to the world or offering beautiful poems? The magic which can
turn junk into gold (the lyrics above) has failed.

I think photographs are closer to prose than poetry. The
function of the camera is practical; it just captures objects. Pho-
tographs have no meaning. They just show objects and lack fur-
ther meaning. Because of this nonsense-ness, viewers are able to
perceive various meanings. In this sense, we can say that pho-
tography encourages an allegorical way of seeing.

When you look at a photo, your eyes move as they capture its
content. They keep flicking right and left trying to capture ad-
jacent objects. Observing photographs thus essentially involves
an optical movement that perceives adjoining things; the view-
ers shift their gaze vertically and horizontally.

Human beings cannot live without images, as I wrote earlier.
I have a wish to one day go beyond the world of images and
make direct contact with reality. However, images stand there
as a material wall and prevent us from apprehending it. Many
people live under the illusion that they are in direct contact with
reality. For example, you go to the woods on a sunny day, see
green leaves and think them beautiful. You think them beautiful
because of the image you have in your mind about these leaves.
The leaves themselves actually exist beyond the judgment of
whether they’re beautiful or not.

However, this realm where the adjective “beautiful” is no
longer inevitable is approachable in photographs. Adjectives are
almost an enemy of photography; once some adjectives are at-
tached to images, this can create the worst type of aesthetics.
Adjectives interpret images with words, which kills their own
dynamics. If images inevitably exist as the reality in which peo-
ple live, they should possess some material substance. Photo-
graphs strip all adjectives from the scene and present an image
in material terms. The materialization of images. The important
thing is to regain the material aspect, saying no to adjectives that
try to represent their meanings.

Questions by Marco Mazzi (July 30, 2017)
Answers by Osamu Kanemura (September 1, 2017)
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