
Preface

It’s difficult to explain, but I like ravens.  If I’m reincarnated I want to be 
a raven.

I’m wishing that I could stop this world.  This act [of photography] may 
represent my own revenge play against life, and perhaps that is what I 
enjoy most.

Masahisa Fukase, 1976

Recently I returned from a five-month stay in Tokyo to investigate 
the circumstances behind Masahisa Fukase’s sublimely 
sorrowful photographic vision.  In this process Tokyo’s vast 
commuter rail network served as my map and principal 
connection to the sprawling city, and the omnipresent 
transmission lines that carry power to the trains became the 
horizon against which moved the small, tentative dot that was my 
project.

Fukase reputedly kept a map of Tokyo on the wall of his Shinjuku 
apartment and used pins to mark the parts of his adopted city that 
he had photographed.  This is not surprising: journeys, both 
physical and emotional, formed the heart of most of his photo-
narratives.  For one of his projects of the 1980s, he carefully stuck 
ten pins through a group photograph of his family and then re-
photographed the new composition with a large-format camera.  
Each pin punctured, with eerie precision, the foreheads of his 
mother and father, sister and brother, ex-wife, sister-in-law and 
brother-in-law, and his three pre-school aged nephews and 
nieces.

Although I learned of Fukase’s map only through the descriptions 
of others, I tried to keep it in mind as I wandered between stations 
and along Tokyo’s concrete-banked rivers, meeting with people 
who knew him and visiting his old haunts.

Like so many others in Tokyo who recklessly try to squeeze in one 
last drink before the commuter rail service shuts down at around 
midnight, I often found myself dashing towards Shinjuku Station 
to catch the last train home.  When the railways grow quiet Tokyo 
is transformed, like many big cities, into a ghostly and forbidding 
place.  As he aged, this landscape of shadows and specters 
became the one that Fukase knew best, and, I think, preferred.

When I began to study Fukase’s photography in the autumn of 
2007 I was unaware of his reputation in Japan as someone who 
was gloomy, deeply reticent, and occasionally violent.  His 



masterwork, Ravens, is certainly dark and mysterious, but it is 
beautifully melancholic rather than bleak.  Ravens is not a hopeful 
work, but the eye that Fukase turns to the world seems kind and 
desirous of contact.

The Fukase that I went looking for in Tokyo was the sensitive, 
alienated figure who I imagined to be the author of Ravens.  The 
reflections of him that I glimpsed in his photographs, writings, and 
the recollections of his friends and family did not match this 
preconception: they were in fact strikingly diverse and 
contrasting. Fukase enjoyed experimenting with different ‘looks’, 
but what lay beneath the changing image he presented to the 
world seems to have been far more decentered, fractured, and 
shifting than any of the edgy fashions he tried out.

The only enduring feature of his persona seems to have been his 
photography, and that is perhaps why he clung to his camera even 
after the head injuries he suffered in a fall in 1992 made it 
impossible for him to continue using it in any productive way.

Fukase’s interest in photographing ravens dates back to the early 
1960s and coincides with the development of a compulsion to 
document the killing of pigs at the Shibaura slaughterhouse in 
Tokyo.  He visited the site more than ten times over a three year 
period and his photographs depict, in the bleakest of terms, the 
last hours and death of pigs.  It is probably no coincidence that 
Fukase’s strong attraction to this grim subject arose in 
conjunction with an early personal tragedy, the death of his first 
child and subsequent break-up with his partner of eight years, 
Kawakami Yukiyo.

The complex nature of Fukase’s passionate relationship with 
Kawakami, and the effect on it of the death of their child, is 
explored in the photo-essay “Freezing Point” of 1961. In it Fukase 
masterfully counterpoints the beauty and marvelous 
complementarity of male and female nude forms with the cruel 
injustice and destructive influence of death:  the supple and agile 
adult-bodied couple who appear in the photographs, which is in 
fact Fukase himself and Kawakami, radiates youth, physical 
beauty, and boundless passion.  Nevertheless, within their 
private, highly charged domestic space there exists also the body 
of their stillborn infant: fully formed and with its own physical 
beauty, yet stiff, impossibly sad, and casting a kind of fatal 
judgment on the couple that produced it.

As if pre-ordained by the unfair yet inescapable condition that this 
artwork explores, Fukase’s relationship with Kawakami ended 
soon after ‘Freezing Point’ was published.  Even the birth of a 
second, healthy child in 1962 did not, it would seem, remove the 
death sentence issued by the first.



When Yôko Wanibe became Fukase’s model and lover in 1963, 
he dressed her in black and photographed her at the 
slaughterhouse.  They married the following year and enjoyed the 
good fortune of winning, through a lottery, the right to rent one of 
the modern, low-rent ‘danchi’ apartments that had just been 
completed in Sôka City, near Tokyo.  The massive Matsubara 
danchi complex in Sôka was a place of dreams for young, hard-
working members of the postwar generation like Fukase.  
Although the apartments were not large, each one had an indoor 
toilet and bath. The rail station serving their ‘community of the 
future’ was named ‘Matsubara danchi’.

Saplings were planted and carefully nurtured throughout the 
grounds of the complex, baby strollers proliferated, and residents 
enjoyed a rapidly rising standard of living as Japan experienced a 
decade of ‘miraculous’ economic growth.  For the Fukases, 
however, no children came and Fukase himself was forced to go 
freelance in 1968 when the advertising company he worked for 
went bankrupt.

Throughout the late sixties and early seventies Fukase and Yôko 
partied, drank, fought, went through extended periods of 
separation, became reconciled, and then fought again.  Fukase 
had numerous affairs, and Yôko also had other lovers.  Yôko’s 
mother moved in with the couple in the late 1960s, Fukase’s father 
attempted suicide in 1970 as a consequence of losing money 
through an unlucky investment, and Yôko began to work part-time 
in an art gallery to shore up the family’s finances.

Remarkably, Yôko managed to keep her personal ship afloat in 
these stormy waters; Fukase, however, grew increasingly 
depressed and dependent upon alcohol to get through the night.  
He had always enjoyed photographing Yôko, but from about 1973 
he began to hunt her image obsessively.  She enjoyed this 
attention but increasingly felt as though she was being suffocated, 
and that Fukase was seeing her not as she was, but as a mere 
reflection of himself.  They had almost no money.  In 1976, 
despite her fear that he would harm himself if she left him, she 
went ahead and obtained a divorce.

The same year Fukase married again, this time to an aristocratic, 
well-educated writer who, although young and beautiful, refused 
to be photographed nude.  Rika Mikanagi rarely appears in 
Fukase’s pictures.  Nevertheless the two enjoyed a few years of 
hope-filled and passionate love.  Fukase switched his focus to 
ravens and the stark, melancholy beauty of the region of 
Hokkaidô where he was born, and the new project brought him the 
kind of attention and praise that was usually reserved for his more 
successful contemporaries Shômei Tômatsu and Daidô 
Moriyama.



Despite their ardent hope of starting a family, Mikanagi did not 
become pregnant and Fukase was unable to overcome his 
crippling addiction to alcohol, and, when drunk, predisposition to 
violence.  He continued to meet Yôko from time to time, and in 
1978 published an album of her photographs which made explicit 
his view of her as both raven-like, and like himself.  In her 
introduction to the book, the writer Harumi Setouchi described 
Yôko and Fukase as “like beauty and the beast,” and Fukase as 
handsome and well-mannered but “scary,” “abnormal,” and 
“strange”.  She noticed that Yôko seemed to be experiencing 
greater difficulty in finding her feet after the divorce than Fukase.

Fukase and Mikanagi separated in the early 1980s.  Afterwards, 
Fukase became increasingly solitary, withdrawn, and self-
destructive.  He made a second home of the bar ‘Nami’ in 
Shinjuku and drank there every night under the care of the bar’s 
young owner, Orikasa Nami.  Yôko sometimes went there to look 
in on him; so did Mikanagi.  Tômatsu, Moriyama, and Araki 
Nobuyoshi also dropped by.  However the years passed and 
Fukase struggled unsuccessfully to find a new project that would 
equal the success of ‘Ravens’.

He concentrated increasingly on self-portraits, and sometimes fell 
down the steep stairs leading to ‘Nami’ after the night’s drinking.  
Usually he picked himself up and continued on home, but on a 
rainy night in June 1992 he suffered a brain contusion and had to 
be institutionalized.  After that, with the loss of his ability to 
communicate through speech, whatever traumas or guilt he had 
locked away in his heart remained there unshared.  Now he is 74 
and, so I am told, approaching the last turn in the race.

The following journal grew out of the experience of researching 
Fukase’s photography between September 2007 and January 
2008.  My hope was that by developing a stream of material that 
was self-reflexive and utilized a writing genre that was not 
conventionally ‘scholarly’, but rather descriptive, emotional, and 
evocative, I would develop a fuller understanding of this 
fascinating and elusive artist and his work.

I also hoped that this material would allow me to track the changes 
over time in my own construction of Fukase, to remember that the 
conclusions I arrived at were not ‘natural’ or ‘inevitable’ but rather 
the product of an intersection of various assumptions, theoretical 
ideas, and contingent factors that related as much to myself as 
they did to him.

Here it seemed that stories about Fukase, whether told by others 
and reproduced in my journal, or ‘created’ through the process of 
making a journal about journeying to him, in their chaotic, 
overlapping, and amateurish way left more space for Fukase to 
project himself directly.



What follows are my notes on what seemed at the time like 
significant moments in my research.  Re-reading them now, I wish 
that I had written more.  Nevertheless, taken as a whole, they do 
accurately convey the sense that I had in Tokyo, as my 
experiences accumulated, of uniform, linear time collapsing and 
being replaced by an experiential reality in which different 
times—my own, that of Fukase, those of my wife Toshiko, my son 
Jack, and the many people I met and interviewed along the 
way—became hazily integrated.

With Fukase the photographs always come first and are complete 
in themselves.  For me it is the words; making pictures was a 
means of discovering how it might be to experience daily 
existence through photography. My photographs, and the manner 
in which I have sequenced them, was inspired by the many 
intriguing and beautiful photo-stories Fukase published in 
Japanese magazines over the course of his career.  These efforts 
were both instructive and humbling in relation to Fukase’s 
remarkable talent, creativity, and forbearance in the face of many 
difficulties.

The conversations I recorded in my journal and events I 
witnessed with my camera are presented as moments of 
significance that came together in particular ways as I selected 
and organized the materials for this album.  The role and meaning 
of the photographs varies, depending upon their position within 
the text.  Most have no direct connection to the journal entries and 
thus support these in a more indefinite, associative manner.  The 
others, and these cases are self evident, serve as records of 
people met, places visited, or events witnessed and as such 
connect directly to the text.

If the journal entries and images that constitute this album appear 
somewhat haphazardly collected and tentatively pasted in, it is a 
reflection of the experience of handling a treasure of uncertain 
and shifting qualities that at times felt difficult to grasp.  It is also a 
manifestation of my feeling that while this project is now complete, 
it nevertheless remains unfinished: the source of Fukase’s deep 
sense of alienation and anger at the world remain a mystery.  So 
too does my powerful attraction to this individual, whose outlook 
upon his life—as Yôko made clear when I interviewed her—is so 
profoundly different from my own. 

I stand at the end of the platform, my chest heaving, as the 
irregular geometrical patterns of the last train’s glowing taillights 
recede to tiny red dots, and then extinguish themselves.
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15 September 2007

Beginning: Matsubara danchi

Toshiko, Jack, and I took the grim train out to Sôka today to see 
the apartment where Fukase and Yôko lived.  The couple who 
lives there now was puzzled about our visit and said they knew 
nothing of the past.  They spoke to us through the closed door, 
and we did not see their faces.  Nevertheless, Toshiko clearly 
experienced the power of the site as strongly as I did.  We stood 
on the street together for a long time, gazing up at the curtained 
windows.  I wonder what thoughts held Toshiko there.  For me it 
was the excitement of a beginning.  I had entered the space of 
Fukase and Yôko’s passionate and crazy world and a door clicked 
shut behind me.  Although there was no lingering trace of their 
existence in that apartment and neighborhood, I could feel it by 
matching what I observed with the pictures in my mind: the 
distinctive outline of the bedroom window below which Yôko had 
sat naked, holding a sunflower; the ship-like metal front door 
behind which a nude Yôko seductively concealed herself while 
reaching for the newspaper; the sidewalk just beyond the main 
entranceway to the building, which framed Yôko in the series of 
‘aerial’ portraits Fukase made of her in the early 1970s as she left 
for work.  

When Fukase and Yôko moved into the Matsubara Danchi as 
newlyweds in 1964 the complex of 5,926 low rent apartments had 
just been completed and was a showcase of ‘modern’ urban 
planning.  Today it is decaying and half-abandoned, a sprawling 
relic of postwar utopianism that is clearly destined for demolition.  
I hurriedly scouted out the locations where Fukase had 
photographed Yôko—D-44, D-71, D-72—as if the buildings might 
be razed at any moment and Fukase’s pictures lose their 
connection to the present.  In doing so I came across a shy, 
middle-aged couple who, despite their dowdy appearance, struck 
me as being in love.  I photographed them in front of D-44 and 
then felt calm.
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28 September 2007

“Always like heaven”

Fukase wrote in 1970: “I can’t really tell if the air I’m breathing is 
good or bad.  Once you become used to something it’s always like 
heaven.  Everyone, including old people, infants, die. The hunting 
instinct, madness, eroticism, appetite, a woman crying ‘I’ll die, I’ll 
die’ during sex.  I want to capture all those feelings in such a way 
that we can really experience them from a photograph.” 
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1 October 2007

Masato Seto

Visited the photography gallery ‘Place M’ today and met Fukase’s 
former assistant Masato Seto.  Seto was enthusiastic about my 
project and gave me a copy of his most recent book (Picnic).  I 
asked him about others I might interview and suggested Fukase’s 
younger brother, Toshiharu.  Seto said that Toshiharu had died a 
few years ago when his body reacted adversely to a mixture of 
alcohol and prescription drugs.  Toshiharu and his wife had 
already been divorced for several years when the fatal accident 
happened, and the Fukase family’s photo studio (in Bifuka, 
Hokkaido) had been sold due to declining revenues.

I left Seto’s studio and stepped out into the bright afternoon 
sunshine.  Something had gone seriously wrong in the Fukase 
family.  Both sons became alcoholics and experienced serious 
alcohol related accidents.  The daughter lives in a remote town in 
northern Hokkaido.  Perhaps she can shed some light on the 
background of these tragedies.
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15 October 2007

Ikkô Nozawa

Ikkô Nozawa is the chief photographer at the Japan Photography 
Studio.  He has a small, functional office in Shinjuku ni-chôme and 
a staff of three or four young photographers who clearly enjoy 
working for him.  He first met Fukase in 1964 when he began his 
commercial photography career under Fukase’s supervision at 
the Nippon Design Centre.  The relationship seems to have been 
a straightforward one of elder brother/younger brother until the 
late 1960s, when Fukase’s artistic interests began to take 
precedence and he regarded commercial work as financially 
necessary but of secondary importance.  Nozawa found 
contracts for Fukase as his own career progressed, and for his 
part benefited from Fukase’s natural talent, experience, and 
growing artistic reputation.  They became partners of sorts and 
friends.  Nozawa remembers that Fukase always bought 
Christmas presents for Nozawa’s children, even when he was 
broke.  

However Fukase’s unreliable work habits and lordly attitude 
around the office eventually led Nozawa to make the difficult 
decision of ceasing his employment.  It is a decision that clearly 
still haunts him.  This action, which Fukase interpreted as a 
betrayal, destroyed the friendship and resulted in Fukase 
throwing stones at Nozawa one night when they crossed paths in 
Shinjuku.  Nevertheless, in 1990 a deeply depressed Fukase 
telephoned Nozawa and asked him to come to his apartment to 
photograph his suicide.  (Nozawa had rescued Fukase from two 
earlier suicide attempts.)  After Nozawa arrived at Fukase’s 
apartment and set up his camera, Fukase proceeded to hang 
himself.  Nozawa says that by the time he rescued Fukase from 
the noose, liquid was streaming out of Fukase’s eyes, nose, and 
mouth.

After he finished the story, Nozawa lit another cigarette and 
looked out of the window.  I broke the silence by saying “That was 
a lot to ask of a friend”.  He nodded in agreement.  I didn’t think it 
appropriate to ask what happened to the photographs he took that 
day, but wish I had.
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17 October 2007

Rika Mikanagi

This afternoon I met Fukase’s third wife, the writer Rika Mikanagi.  
(Her real name is Kayoko Ishikawa.)  She was married to Fukase 
from 1976 to 1992.  I was delighted to see a huge print from the 
Ravens series (#16 in the book) hanging on the wall behind her 
work table.

Mikanagi clearly regards the years of her marriage to Fukase as 
difficult ones, and she found the interview stressful.  The knuckles 
on her hands remained white throughout our conversation.  She 
and Fukase became lovers while working together on an 
advertisement for Toshiba that juxtaposed white washing 
machines and white lighthouses.  They married in December 
1976, soon after Fukase and Yôko divorced.  Fukase drank 
heavily and sometimes became violent when he drank.  She 
thinks he suffered from a kind of paranoia in which the fear of 
being attacked led him to strike first.  Seto was apparently also the 
recipient of his violent outbursts.  Fukase was kind and thoughtful 
when he was sober, but frightening when drunk.  In the early years 
of their marriage they traveled together and looked forward to 
having a child.  This did not work out, however, and they 
separated after a few years.

At the end of the interview Mikanagi told me that she was drawn to 
Fukase because he was gifted with such an amazing talent, while 
she felt that she had none.
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18 October 2007

Akiko Akai

Fukase’s sister does not want to talk.  His ex-sister-in-law, Akiko 
Akai, who lived in the Fukase household in Bifuka for many years 
before she and Toshiharu divorced, says that Fukase’s father 
didn’t drink, and that his mother drank only a little.  Fukase’s 
maternal grandfather, however, was a drinker.

Akai describes the Fukase family as a fairly normal one, but 
remembers that Fukase’s father was short tempered, and that his 
mother was not an especially likeable person.  They were both 
immensely proud of Fukase’s success.  She remembers that 
when Fukase and Yôko visited Bifuka they fought a lot.  She says 
that Fukase “behaved himself” when he was at his parents’ 
house, but she nevertheless “suspected that both Yôko and 
Ishikawa had to endure his violence”.
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21 October 2007

Kyôko Yamagishi

This afternoon I met Kyôko Yamagishi, who presides over the 
Masahisa Fukase Estate.  As far as I can make out, the Estate 
comprises all of Fukase’s surviving negatives, vintage prints, and 
personal papers.  For those involved with this body, Mrs. 
Yamagishi is regarded as the overarching authority figure who 
would decide whether or not I could see Fukase or meet with his 
former wife Yôko.  Yamagishi is an independent curator and the 
widow of Shôji Yamagishi, the legendary former editor of the 
magazine Camera Mainichi who played an important role in the 
establishment of Fukase’s reputation as one of Japan’s foremost 
photographic artists.  Shôji Yamagishi committed suicide in 1979, 
one year after resigning from the editorship of Camera Mainichi, 
by hanging himself in his office.

Mrs. Yamagishi generously gave me several hours of her time 
and bought me a meal at the hotel restaurant in Aoyama where we 
met.  She is doing her own research on Fukase’s past and 
seemed uncomfortable about my project: she suggested other 
important Japanese photographers that I might research instead.  
When I told her of my wish to visit Fukase in his care home, she 
made it clear that this would not be possible.  He is unwell, has put 
on a lot of weight, and does not look himself anymore.  
Furthermore, he cannot speak and therefore would be of no help 
to my work.  When I asked about Yôko, she said that she would 
arrange a meeting sometime before I left Japan.

I came away from our meeting with the impression that if I tried to 
visit Fukase on my own, I would be stopped by the care home staff 
who had been instructed to deny access to visitors who had not 
been pre-approved by Mrs. Yamagishi.  I left the restaurant 
deeply disappointed, but also curious about Mrs. Yamagishi’s 
suspicious and protective attitude.
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28 October 2007

One of Tama’s nine lives

I read a sweet story from Fukase’s childhood today.  The story 
formed part of a meandering but interesting article called “Dirty 
Semen” which he published along with the photo-essay “Evil” in 
1969.  Fukase says that when he was five he found an abandoned 
tabby cat that he named ‘Tama’.  When he was in grade 2 the local 
authorities took Tama away because its fur was needed for the 
war effort.  However, in June of the following year an amazing 
thing happened.  The cat found its way back to him, and he 
remembers that it was at the time when the acacia flowers came 
into bloom at his house.  He wrote that he has never forgotten the 
joy of that day and the feel of Tama’s wet nose.

2 November 2007

A pair of ravens

Jack and I follow the same route to his school each weekday 
morning—across Seikei dôri, past the private kindergarten, and 
then around the corner where the rose bushes arc over the road-
edge like outstretched arms.  As we walk I continue the story that I 
began in September, a kind of fantastic parallel to our routine-
based lives here in Tokyo.  Today a raven was picking at a 
garbage bag that had been left on the sidewalk.  He was so eager 
to get at what was in the bag that he allowed us to stand and watch 
from no more than two feet away.  A second raven stood guard on 
a fence while the first pulled items from the bag and held them up 
for his partner to see.  I stopped the story and we stared in wonder 
at their bright, intelligent eyes and skilful cooperation.  Jack said 
“It’s too bad you don’t have your camera.  You could be famous 
like Fukase.”  On my way home I passed the ravens again and 
remembered that Fukase had likened himself and Yôko to a pair 
of ravens.
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