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 9 November 2007

Witness

I caught the last train from Shinjuku and spilled onto the platform 
at Kichijôji among a mixture of tipsy salarymen, well-dressed 
working women, and youthful partiers.  After I passed through the 
gate I noticed a young woman in very small jean shorts, died blond 
hair, and high heels talking on her phone.  She was clearly drunk 
and was gesturing animatedly as she talked, as if she were in her 
own living room.  Every so often she burst out laughing, rolled her 
head back, and then resumed her conversation.  

I thought the laugh would make a good photo, so I moved ahead of 
her, crossed the crosswalk that leads to the Sun Road, and waited 
on the other side.  As she emerged from the station she collided 
with a man and dropped her phone.  It broke open and some 
pieces fell out.  She collected the parts, dumped everything in her 
purse, and started across the road.  A young man with straggly 
hair and a leather jacket passed her going the other way and then 
turned around and pointed her out to another man, who was 
waiting at the Sun Road.  That man then approached her and 
struck up a conversation.  I followed them down the Sun Road and 
noticed that the crosswalk guy had caught up and was walking 
behind.  At the end of the Sun Road the girl was led to a car that 
was parked there.  She got in and the second man started up a 
scooter that was parked behind.

I stared on in disbelief and fumbled for the pencil and notebook 
that I keep in my pocket.  As the car began to pull away, I gave up 
the idea of taking down the license plate number and decided to 
take a photograph of the car instead. I managed to run ahead of it 
and snapped the shutter but my camera had been on manual and 
all I got was a dark image.  I ran and tried to catch it again, 
snapping photos along the way, but had to give up after about two 
blocks.



24



25



 26



12 November 2007

“Violence and kindness”

Last month I jotted this Fukase quotation down in my notebook 
from a piece he wrote in 1970 entitled “Filming the decay of the 
body”.  Today I think I understand it better, so have decided to 
copy it out again here: 

“It’s actually a lot of work to shoot a roll of film.  Still, I can’t expect 
much from what a completed roll contains.  I’m rarely surprised by 
my work.  I don’t know what I want to do.  But when I think hard, I 
may want to cover the gap between my past and my daily life with 
violence and kindness.  My life does not unfold in a logical manner 
whereby yesterday was like this, therefore tomorrow will be like 
that.  I feel violence in myself and I don’t really care what tomorrow 
will be like.  I’m smelling the crime like a dog and I use the decay of 
the body as cosmetic cream to sink into myself.  Nevertheless, 
won’t it be fun to keep taking photographs?  It is my reality to take 
photographs, which is really a simple thing.”
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13 November 2007

Tama again

Found another reference to the 'Tama' story, published in 

Fukase's book Kazoku (Family) of 1991:  “Everything was 

collected for war supplies, especially metal objects, including the 
bells in the temples, statues, and hibachi.  Even my cat Tama was 
taken away, to be made into a muffler for the soldiers in the cold 
regions.  After half a year, my father was finally discharged and 

came back home.”  

Why did Fukase leave out the part about Tama's return in the later 
account of his childhood during the war?



 28



 29



30



13 November 2007

Inokashira Park

I bicycled over to Inokashira Park at midnight and tried 
photographing the ducks on the pond.  Fukase wrote at length of 
the difficulties involved in shooting ravens in total darkness: the 
birds were impossible to see in the viewfinder through a telephoto 
lens, and focusing and metering had to be done blindly.  What he 
did was guess at the exposure and take many shots at marginally 
different focus points by incrementally moving the focusing ring 
on the lens forward and back.

Fukase made all of his Ravens pictures with a non-automated, 
manual focus, 35mm SLR film camera.  I had the advantage of a 
fully automated, auto-focus SLR digital camera.  In order to better 
understand the difficulties Fukase faced, I switched the auto-
focus off and set the camera on manual.  Using a system of trial 
and error, I soon established exposure settings that replicate the 
Ravens ‘look’ (here the instant playback on my digital camera 
proved handy).  Focusing, however, was nearly impossible.  The 
swimming ducks flitted in and out of my viewfinder, too fast and 
erratic for me to focus by sight, and arching too far in each 
direction to ‘catch’ using Fukase’s system of incremental focus 
adjustments.  

I worked at it for several hours and then came home disappointed 
with what I had achieved.  Several of the people I interviewed 
noted that Fukase was unusually patient while fishing (he was a 
prize-winning sport fisherman) and taking photographs.
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16 November 2007

Nami

Last night I visited Fukase’s bar in Shinjuku.  The view from the 
ndtop of the steep 2  floor staircase is the same as in his 

photograph.  Nami Orikasa, the owner of the tiny, airless drinking 
place that bears her name, is a softly attractive woman with deep 
watery eyes.  I understood at once that Fukase chose the place in 
order to be in the presence of her vulnerable warmth as he drank 
himself into oblivion.  Nami was delighted to learn that Fukase 
was the object of my research and took down a dusty bottle of 
whiskey from the shelves above her head to mark the occasion.  It 
was the bottle that Fukase had been drinking from the night of his 
fall in 1992, and his name was written on the label.  Nami opened 
it and, with a heavy sense of ceremony, poured me a glass.  She 
also poured one for herself and for the other man at the bar, 
Katsuto Tsushima, who it turned out also knew Fukase.  Fukase’s 
whiskey, and the many glasses that Tsushima poured me from his 
own bottle, hit me hard.  I knew that I was drinking too much, but 
was mesmerized by what Nami and Tsushima had to say, and 
seduced by the little alcoholic planet that Fukase had discovered 
and made his own.

Nami said that Fukase began drinking at her bar in 1982 and 
came every night until he was hospitalized ten years later.  He 
arrived at opening time, 9 p.m., from other Shinjuku bars and 
stayed until closing at 4 a.m.  He rarely spoke, except to talk about 
his photography or chat up young women who happened in.  He 
faithfully took Nami to dinner twice a year to thank her for looking 
after him every evening; however, when Ravens was published 
he gave her a copy and then asked for the ¥5000 cover price!  

Nami said that Fukase fell down the staircase many times before 
the final fall in 1992.  Three of these were serious, requiring her to 
call an ambulance.  She also called Masato Seto, who had agreed 
to be on hand to photograph Fukase if he died.  When I asked her 
if Seto came, she said “of course”.
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17 November 2007

Shôshi Okamoto

Found a note in my jacket pocket written in small, neat Japanese 
characters.  On it is the name, telephone number, and e-mail 
address of Shôshi Okamoto, who in 1984 studied photography 
under Fukase and Daidô Moriyama at the Tokyo Shashin Senmon 
Gakko (Tokyo Technical College of Photography) but now only 
practices photography as a hobby.  In his message Okamoto 
notes that he is 45 years old, which is only two years older than 
me.

We met at Nami on 15 November (this is also included in his note), 
and I remember Okamoto saying that something he remembers 
learning from Fukase is that an important difference between a 
good photographer and a mediocre one is that the former 
understands the necessity of shooting a lot of film in order to get a 
few good photographs.  Okamoto said with a mixture of pride and 
embarrassment that Fukase had also introduced him to the 
pleasure of drinking.

This crumpled note has reminded me that when I told Okamoto 
the story of encountering an elderly lady at Fukase and Yôko’s 
Matsubara danchi building who remembers Fukase living there 
with a man, he said that he had heard that Fukase had lived with a 
man.  This led to a discussion among those in the bar as to 
whether Fukase was bisexual.  Nami said that Fukase was drawn 
to men “in his spirit only”.  Tsushima, who said he had known 
Fukase since 1992 and traveled with him, said that Fukase’s 
sexuality was complex and that he might have had homosexual 
relationships.  He then quickly retreated and stated that he didn’t 
think the old lady’s comments represented enough evidence to 
‘prove’ that Fukase was bisexual.
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4 December 2007

Scar

There is a rumor that Fukase once drunkenly stabbed Yôko with a 
kitchen knife, and that Shôji Yamagishi helped get him out of jail.  I 
have been advised not to ask Yôko or Mrs. Yamagishi about the 
incident.  I have poured over all the photos of Yôko looking for a 
telltale scar, but without success.  I have also fruitlessly sifted 
through Fukase’s and Yôko’s writings in search of some 
reference.

Today I looked at a collection of Fukase photographs published in 
1998, six years after his fall and hospitalization, and 19 years after 
Yamagishi’s suicide.  I had given up looking for information to 
substantiate the rumor.  When I turned to the famous image of 
Yôko dancing naked on the tokanoma (a traditional Japanese-
style alcove reserved for the display of Japanese wall-scrolls and 
art objects) in an inn I was stunned to see a long horizontal scar in 
the lower middle portion of her back.  I had checked that image 
before and seen nothing.  I went back to the February 1974 issue 
of Camera Mainichi, where the photograph was first published, to 
look again.  The picture is exactly the same as the one in the later 
collection, but there is no scar.  On closer inspection it is clear that 
the picture was retouched to conceal it.

In 1991 Fukase wrote the following appreciation of his late-
father’s darkroom skills: “My father shot the pictures and 
developed the dry plates (this was before film; glass plates were 
still in use).  His skills with retouching the line of a nose, 
emphasizing a mouth, or darkening a brow were unmatched.”  
Fukase had clearly learned from his father that photographs could 
be made to conceal an unwanted or unattractive truth.  

I was left wondering why Fukase chose to use the photograph in 
the first place, and to what extent other pictures, presented as 
records of his life, had been retouched or otherwise manipulated 
to conceal an unpleasant truth or fabricate an alternative one.
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10 December 2007

Nozawa again

I will have to accept that my search for Fukase’s first wife and 
daughter has failed.  Those who knew him are as puzzled as I am 
about Yukiyo Kawakami’s sudden and final disappearance from 
his life in 1962, soon after giving birth to their child. On this early 
disaster in his personal life, Fukase wrote simply: “After eight 
years of troublesome marriage, my beautiful, mothering wife had 
enough of me and left.” 

Nozawa just told me the story of encountering Fukase’s daughter 
at the bar ‘Andarushiya’ (Andalusia) in Shinjuku-ni-chome.  It was 
about 25 years ago and he was drinking with some of his 
photographer friends.  Fukase was not with them.  A young 
woman approached his table and asked if any of them knew 
Fukase.  When Nozawa told her that he and Fukase worked in the 
same office, she proudly said that she was his daughter.  The only 
other details he can remember from the encounter are that the 
woman said that she was a student at the Bunka Fukusô Gakuin 
(Bunka Fashion College) in Shinjuku, and that, curiously, she 
referred to Fukase by his formal given name, Yoshihisa, rather 

than the more common reading of the characters  Masahisa, 
which he preferred.  Nozawa remembers that upon hearing about 
the meeting afterwards, Fukase remained silent for a long time 
and asked no questions.  Did Fukase go to the bar after that to 
look for her?  Did the girl persist in the search for her father?  

As my train pulls away from Shinjuku Station it strikes me that the 
woman opposite could be Yukiyo Kawakami.  I have seen an 
image of her nude body entwined with that of Fukase; I have seen 
her face smiling lovingly at him at twilight; I have seen the first 
child she had with Fukase, stillborn and lying on its back in a kind 
of timeless empty space.  Fukase said he took the photograph 
because he wanted his eyes to remain forever open to the pain of 
his loss.  Nozawa had not seen the photograph before and kept 
looking at it.  I gave him my copy as a gesture of appreciation for 
the interview.

昌久,
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