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18 December 2007

Yôko

Mrs. Yamagishi introduced me to Yôko today.  What I noticed first 
is that, after all the years, she still wears her hair long and carefully 
plaited into a single braid.  Yôko confirmed that Fukase had been 
physically maltreated by his father, but was agitated that I had 
come to know about this.  She pressed me to divulge who had 
spoken about it.  She said that such treatment was not uncommon 
in the era when Fukase grew up.  

When I asked why Fukase became unhappy later in his life, Yôko 
became upset.  She said that I could not apply words such as 
‘happy’ to his situation, or to their situation as a couple.  ‘Happy’ 
was my word and represented my very different, outsider’s 
viewpoint.  As long as I thought in terms of ‘happy’ or ‘unhappy’ I 
would never understand Fukase.  The word slipped out of my 
mouth again later in the interview, and Yôko reacted even more 
angrily.  This unexpected objection to what I had heretofore 
regarded as a fundamental way of understanding personal well-
being knocked me seriously off balance, and I have been 
wondering since we parted how to interpret her point.  

What is certain is that Yôko is deeply suspicious of my project and 
professed standpoint of an objective interpreter of Fukase’s art.  
She understood that critically reinterpreting her ex-husband’s 
work really means scrutinizing his private life and key 
relationships.  More than 30 years after her marriage with Fukase 
ended, during which time she enjoyed a comparatively tranquil 
second marriage, her sense of devotion and protective feeling 
towards him remain remarkably strong.

At the end of the meeting Yôko pulled some snapshots of her new 
kitten from her handbag.  She had ordered them in such a way 
that they would build towards the ‘best’ image.  When Mrs. 
Yamagishi innocently tried to divide the pile to make the viewing 
easier, Yôko vigorously objected in defense of the integrity of the 
series and her right to make the presentation.  For a wonderful 
moment I felt as though I was watching Fukase himself excitedly 
showing one of his carefully constructed sequences to Yôko.  It 
was indeed a clever sequence.
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20 December 2007

Friend like that

The celebrated photographer Tômatsu Shômei spoke the 
following about Fukase on 22 February 1978, at a banquet held to 
launch new books by Fukase [Yôko], Nobuyoshi Araki [Yôko My 
Love], and Moriyama Daidô [Japan, a Photo Theatre II]:

“Fukase-san is like a walker who carries a whip for whipping 
himself in the attic. He is like the Junichirô Tanizaki of the 
photography world. I use the expression ‘walker in the attic’ 
because he’s a photographer with a cat-like devilishness and 
agility.  This is shown in his recent book Viva Sasuke.  Fukase 
also has a masochistic streak, something that is publicly known.

“Many of you may not understand the two photographs on the 
cover of Yôko.  Accidentally I came to know the story behind them.  
I believe that it was 22 February 1975.  Yôko called me at 2 a.m.; 
she was still married to Fukase then. She said that she had 
escaped from him and was staying at her aunt’s house. Fukase 
became really drunk and held a knife, and Yôko felt danger and 
fled. She called me again at 8 or 9 a.m. and told me that she had 
returned to their apartment at dawn.  Fukase was in a deep sleep 
and she found a 4x5 camera placed in front of a framed photo of 
herself, but the glass was broken. So probably when Yôko left, 
Fukase smashed the glass with his fist and found those shiny 
cracks beautiful. Although it must have been difficult to focus 
when he was so drunk, still he managed it and then went to sleep.  
As a photographer I was impressed by Fukase’s tenacious spirit.

“…‘Ravens’ is Fukase’s new work.  It has been exhibited at the 
Nikon Salon and published in Camera Mainichi.  It won him the 
Ina Nobuo Prize and is regarded as his masterpiece. But I can’t 
stop wondering about the meaning of those ravens. I think they 
represent Fukase himself. As is well known female and male 
ravens are the same color, making it difficult to tell their gender.  
And the birds eat anything.  However Fukase-san likes good food.  
Ravens are a symbol of bad luck.  Fukase sees that bad luck as 
his transformed image.  This must show his masochism.”
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26 December 2007

Mikanagi again

Toshiko and I invited Mikanagi and her friend Ms. Mitsuhashi to 
lunch, but found when we arrived at Mikanagi’s place that they 
had prepared lunch for us.  Mikanagi showed us her wedding 
album and I was delighted to see snapshots of Fukase’s parents, 
as well as glimpses here and there of Shôji Yamagishi, Nobuyoshi 
Araki, and other familiar faces from the small and tightly-knit 
Japanese photography world of the 1970s. Fukase himself 
looked youthful and self-assured; his bride, tall and elegant. 

Mikanagi also arranged an interview for me with Miyako Ishiuchi.  
She felt it was important that I see the nude portrait Ishiuchi had 
made of Fukase in the early 1990s.  

Today’s meeting was much more relaxed than the earlier one, and 
Mikanagi left me with the impression that she believed in what I 
was doing and was confident that I would do it well.  This came as 
a surprise in the context of some of my other interviews and I 
feel—as with Nozawa—that a bond has been forged between us.  
That bond is in fact a kind of shared secret; the secret of Fukase, 
who is at once wonder and horror.  I understood that to have been 
married to Fukase, or to have been his friend, was an intense and 
thrilling experience, but ultimately an unsustainable one.  
Mikanagi and Nozawa had both loved him, and, I think, still find it 
painful that he was unable return their love.
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28 December 2007

Witness (2)

Tonight on my way home from the station I saw a young woman 
crying in the pouring rain.  Water was running down the street and 
my shoes and socks were soaked through; but she was just sitting 
on the ground, as if her legs had given way beneath her and was 
powerless to get up again.  It was cold, and I could see that she 
was shivering as she sobbed.  

Across the street two firemen stood watching from the garage 
doorway of their station.  Their fire engine was parked behind 
them, polished and ready for any emergency.  About this personal 
emergency on their doorstep, however, they could do nothing.  
Like me, they stood dumbly by, hoping for some improvement in 
the situation.  A young man in tight jeans and long-toe sneakers 
stood in front of the woman, trying to persuade her to get up.  His 
stance made it clear that this was his affair.  At times he tried 
cajoling her to get up and move off the street; at others he used 
harsh language.  The scene became uglier when he tried pulling 
her off the street by the scruff of her coat.  The firemen stepped 
forward, and so did I.  Still she didn’t move to get up, and he didn’t 
strike her.  I was shivering now too, but felt duty-bound to stand by.  

At long last the girl got up and moved to the shelter of a doorway.  
She was clearly drunk, but, more seriously, she was emotionally 
devastated and hopeless.  At about 1 a.m. I left her under the 
watchful eye of the firemen and went home to bed.
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30 December 2007

Bodily pain

I feel a mixture of relief and disappointment.  It is raining, and my 
camera is broken.  The streets outside glisten like dark rivers.  
Tonight I don’t think of Fukase.  I can barely focus on this paper 
and my arm hurts because a car didn’t stop when the light 
changed.  Can bodily pain produce a kind of forgetting?  Is that 
why Fukase kept falling down those steep stairs at Nami?  I worry 
that Jack will smell the whiskey on my breath in the morning.
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17 January 2008

Fukase at 18

After four months of looking I have found a photo of Fukase as a 
young man.  The year is Showa 27 (1952), when Fukase turned 
18 and moved to Tokyo to begin his studies at the Nihon University 
College of Art.  In the photo he is sitting somewhat tentatively on a 
curb in a theme park in Toshima.  He is wearing what looks to be a 
school uniform and cradling a twin lens reflex camera in both 
hands.  The camera is clearly a treasured possession: part 
security blanket and part instrument of destiny?  There are 
furrows on Fukase’s young brow, as if he is doubtful whether the 
person taking the photo has made the correct exposure settings, 
and torn whether or not he should say something about it.  His 
eyes are keen and curious: When I look at this photograph the 
chillingly cold and deliberate stare of his bathtub self-portrait 
series, made in 1991, seem to belong to another person.
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22 January 2008

Miyako Ishiuchi

I traveled out beyond Yokohama today to visit Miyako Ishiuchi. 
When she opened the front door I was immediately struck by her 
intensity and beauty. I brought some of Fukase’s lesser-known 
photographs for her to look at, and she pounced on them like a 
panther.  When I showed her the image of Yôko with the scar on 
her back, she was transfixed.  She went into another room and 
returned with a magnifying glass to study it more closely.  I was 
pleased that I brought the photograph, and at the end of the 
interview asked her to sign my copy of her book Scars. 

Ishiuchi became quiet and had a far away look in her eyes when 
she described her photo session with Fukase in the spring of 
1992.  Fukase had accepted her request to be photographed 
nude (for her project ‘Chromosome XY’), and she met him at his 
Shinjuku apartment.  She described him as deeply and 
inconsolably depressed, and felt that he had retreated, hermit-like 
into a world of his own. He told her many things about himself 
during the session, including that he had a child.  He also told her 
that he admired her work, which she clearly still appreciates.  
Ishiuchi left Fukase’s apartment with the feeling that he was 
preparing himself for death, and was not surprised when she 
heard a few months later about his near-fatal fall.  

Ishiuchi’s nude portrait of Fukase is beautiful in a haunting kind of 
way.  He has his hands gently crossed over his chest and seems 
barely present to the external world.  As I gazed at her photo 
Ishiuchi mentioned that Fukase body is without a single scar.
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25 January 2008

Journey’s end (morning)

It is my last day of research in Japan.  I woke up with a fierce 
hunger and decided to travel out to the Tama Centre, in the far 
western suburbs of Tokyo, to try and see Fukase.  I knew that 
seeing him would make no practical difference to my project.  
Also, Mrs. Yamagishi had warned me against going.  But it 
seemed impossible for me to leave without saying goodbye.

It was a spectacularly clear day, and snow-capped Fuji glistened 
in the morning sunlight.  The train passed Musashi Koganei, 
where Toshiko, Jack, and I lived in the summer of 2002. When I 
reached Tachikawa I had to stop to get something to eat.  The next 
leg of my journey was through hilly terrain, and I was delighted to 
see rows of danchi apartments at every stop.  Fukase thought of 
himself as a ‘common man’ and it seems fitting that he will live out 
his remaining days here, in an area that can best be described as 
‘almost Tokyo’.
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Journey’s end (afternoon)

I found the Tama Centre without difficulty.  The director was 
sympathetic to my wish, but could not allow me to see Fukase 
without the permission of a relative.  I told him that Mrs. Yamagishi 
did not wish me to meet him, but that I just wanted to see him 
through the doorway of his room and I would be satisfied.  He did 
not know who Mrs. Yamagishi was, and asked who else I knew.  I 
listed my full range of interviewees, and he said he knew Yôko and 
Masato Seto.  He telephoned Yôko, who said that she would 
telephone Mrs. Yamagishi and then phone back.  The call came a 
few minutes later and the answer was ‘no’.

This outcome was not unexpected: I understood Mrs. 
Yamagishi’s protective feeling towards Fukase.  On the basis of 
her position of responsibility she was doing what she thought was 
best for him.  But I was nevertheless startled that my journey had 
ended so close to what I had always regarded as the point of final 
or complete understanding.

I stood outside the building for a long time, thinking about the nice 
view Fukase must have from his window.  I felt like shouting up to 
him: “I have studied your photographs and chased your shadow 
all over the Tokyo night.  I feel worn down and old just like you did.  
I am 43 but feel my eyes have opened once again to the wonder of 
my existence.  I am so sorry that you gave up on yours.”

After awhile I took a photo of myself reflected in the glass of the 
front entranceway and then waited again for something to 
happen.  People came and went, and still I waited. I looked at my 
watch.  I would have to pick Jack up at his school in two hours.

I waited for what felt like a long time and then collected my things 
and went back.
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Journey’s end (evening)

I decided to visit Nami one last time.  Jack and I took the train to 
Shinjuku and shared a pizza before venturing over to the Golden 
Gai area at 9.  It was a particularly cold evening, even for January, 
and I was glad to get inside.

Nami and Tsushima were both there, and they seemed to shrink 
back a little in the presence of Jack’s shining innocence.  I brought 
Nami some photographs of Fukase that I had copied from 
magazines, but she could not really concentrate on them.  She 
urged me to visit again when I was back in Tokyo, and seemed 
surprised that I was leaving.

As I turned to go I felt that ‘Nami’ the bar had become a kind of 
prison for her.  I looked at her again from the top of those fateful 
stairs and expressed a more final goodbye with my eyes in the 
hope that she would be away before I returned.

Jack reminded me to hold onto the handrail as we descended to 
street level to begin the long journey home.
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Captions

(All locations in Tokyo unless otherwise indicated)

一

1. Between Odawara and Yokohama (Tôkaidô Bullet Train)

2. Near Ochanomizu (Chûô Line)
3. Musashi Koganei
4. Matsubara danchi, Sôka, Saitama Prefecture
5. Kichijôji

6. Meidaimae (Keiô Inokashira Line)
7. Kichijôji Station
8. Suginami
9. Ginza
10. Kichijôji
11. Ikkô Nozawa, Shinjuku ni-chôme

12. Sumida River, Tsukiji
13. Kayaba-chô
14. Kichijôji

15. Near Susono, Shizuoka Prefecture (Gotemba Line)
16. Ebisu
17. Harajuku

18. Sumida River, near Tsukuda Ôhashi Bridge
19. Suginami
20. Ebisu

二

21. Nishi Ogikubo
22. Musashino
23. Mitaka Station
24. Musashino
25. Musashino
26. Meguro

27. Masahisa Fukase self-portrait, Asahi Journal, July 1972
28. Mitaka

29. South bank of Ara River, near Senju
30. Mitaka Station

31. Inokashira Park, Musashino
32. Suginami



33. Tamagawa-Jôsui Waterway, Musashino

34. Stairs leading to 'Nami', Shinjuku (Golden Gai)

35. Kabuki-chô, Shinjuku
36. Shinagawa

37. Poster from 'Ravens' exhibition (1980s), 'Nami'
38. Mitaka
39. Musashino
40. Shibuya
41. Musashino

三

42. Meguro

43. Kabuki-chô, Shinjuku

44. Kyôko Yamagishi (left) and Yôko Miyoshi (Fukase),
Akasaka

45. Shibuya
46. Musashino
47. Ueno Park
48. Rika Mikanagi (seated) and Ms. Mitsuhashi, Jingûmae
49. Musashino
50. Musashino

51. Inokashira Park, Musashino
52. Suidôbashi
53. Kitasenju
54. Kichijôji
55. Shibuya
56. Musashino

57. Shimokitazawa (Keiô Inokashira Line)
58. Shinjuku Station
59. Akihabara (Hibiya Line)
60. Shinjuku Station
61. Tama

62. Katsuto Tsushima and Nami Orikasa; Jack Charrier

(foreground), 'Nami'
63. Kichijôji Station


