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The Gaze of Things 

Between 1957 and 1972, a radical transformation in photographic language was 
brought about in Japan by a group of photographers who started to develop their work in the post-
war period. This renovation ran parallel to the great economic, cultural and psychosocial changes 
of a period marked by social confrontation directed in particular against the American legacy of 
the occupation. The unprecedented economic rise experienced by the country from 1964 onwards, 
together with its rapid immersion in an industrial and consumer culture that suppressed the values 
and structures of a fundamentally agrarian society, formed the background against which these 
artists developed a new kind of photography.

The Gaze of Things. Japanese Photography in the Context of Provoke is 
an exhibition that gathers a selection of pictures taken by photographers belonging to four 
generations: Toyoko Tokiwa, Ikkō Narahara, Shōmei Tōmatsu, Eikoh Hosoe, Akira Satō, Kikuji 
Kawada, Hiroshi Hamaya, Takashi Hamaguchi, Nobuyoshi Araki, Yutaka Takanashi, Takuma 
Nakahira, Daidō Moriyama, Tamiko Nishimura, Ishiuchi Miyako and Kōji Enokura.

In 1956, a series of photographs by Ikkō Narahara entitled Ningen no tochi (Human 
Land) was exhibited at a Tokyo gallery. It already displayed a new type of gaze that had little in 
common with the naturalist realism of the great post-war photographers like Ken Domon. Narahara 
called it a “personal document”, meaning a subjective document which, while based upon his 
personal gaze on concrete realities, allows itself to be affected by the realities those objects return 
to us. Shōmei Tōmatsu had meanwhile been working for years on a form of “documenting” that 
would move beyond the supposed “objectivity” of photojournalism. For these photographers, the 
real was no longer a succession of places and moments, but constituted itself in an abstract and 
concrete space open to photographic experimentation as a subjective expression of the artist. 
Through exhibitions like The Eyes of Ten (1957) and the output of the VIVO agency (1959–1961), 
those photographers and others as Eikoh Hosoe, Kikuji Kawada and Akira Satō laid the basis for a 
new convulsion in photographic language, which eventually took place in 1968 with the publication 
of Provoke. Headed by Takuma Nakahira and Kōji Taki, Provoke (1968–1970) took a radically new 
approach to the real by considering photography as an act, one which involves not only gaze and 
thought but the whole body. In Taki’s words, it means taking photographs “by lending the body 
to the world”, setting the body in motion so as to make an image that grasps the world, which 
is perceived neither as an object nor as the photographer’s expression but as “evidence”, as 
existence which affects us, in an attempt to reach what reason and language cannot seize. It is 
as if by passing through objects, the body were able to capture something beyond or outside the 
individual’s subjectivity. While the photographers of VIVO turned their gaze onto concrete things 
and allowed themselves to be affected by them, the actor-photographers of Provoke show us, in 
Taki’s words, that “what goes beyond the subject is what determines it”, or, as Nakahira put it, that 
“the self also exists thanks to the gaze of things”.

This publication, which accompanies the exhibition of the same name, is not 
primarily a study of the groups mentioned above, of VIVO or of Provoke. It rather proposes a 

0630_Provoke 17_interiores_aaff.indd   193 16/1/19   8:51



194

survey of a situated historical juncture, the long and complex post-war period in Japan, which 
allows us through its main protagonists to understand not only the evolution of photography in 
its ways of constructing reality, but also how the world, objects, contexts—in a word, “things”—
modify our relationships and also construct our ways of moving, looking, and even feeling. This 
question is explored by Miryam Sas and Akihito Yasumi, who have both written original essays for 
this catalogue.

All the works selected for this exhibition and included in this catalogue belong to 
Per Amor a l'Art Collection, with the exception of the pictures by Toyoko Tokiwa and the series 
Renya no machi (Endless Night) by Ishiuchi Miyako. When he was in Paris some years ago, Vicent 
Todolí, the consultant of the collection, encountered some photographs by Tōmatsu of the student 
revolts in Tokyo’s Shinjuku neighbourhood that strongly drew his attention, along with other series 
by Moriyama. That was the beginning of research that led us from Tōmatsu, truly the key figure 
of this period, through Takanashi, Satō, Hosoe, and many others to woman photographers like 
Tokiwa, of the VIVO generation, and also to Nishimura and Ishiuchi, who continued to forge their 
legacy after the rise of Provoke, and moreover turned a tenacious gaze onto the consequences 
of the American occupation for the lives of women. The series by Tokiwa or Ishiuchi devoted to 
places of prostitution show us both the most intimate and the most sordid side of a reality that was 
widespread at the time.

The Japanese photography owned by Per Amor a l'Art Collection constitutes a 
unique private patrimony, and on an international level it forms one of the finest collections of 
photographs from the period. At the initiative of the Fundació Per Amor a l’Art, this collection is 
now on show to the public in its galleries at Bombas Gens Centre d’Art, Valencia.

Nuria Enguita, Director of Bombas Gens Centre d’Art
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1. Japanese names are given in the 
European order, surname last. Many 
thanks to Maiko Morimoto Tomita and 
Takako Fukasawa for their help with 
research.

Miryam Sas Conceptualizing Japanese Post-War Photography: 
Snap, Movement, Refusal

Contemporary art—whether by Allan D’Arcangelo 
or Roy Lichtenstein—has arrived at representations it is hard to 
find words to describe: they are explicitly virtual yet inexpressibly 
concrete. I do not view this as merely a development in the field 
of artistic expression. In their work, something that exists in 
absolute absurdity in its exterior space awakens a “knowledge 
of totality” that does not appear within the representations 
themselves.

—Kōji Taki,1 «Memorandum 1: The Deterioration 
of Knowledge» 

In front of Mr. Hosoe’s camera, I realized that 
neither my mind nor my psychology were needed in the least. 
This was an experience that made my heart leap, a situation I 
had always longed for. … He peels away the various meanings 
that the subject [he is photographing] possesses, throws them 
into a meaningless configuration, then the mutual reflection of 
this meaninglessness restores a certain order of fixed light and 
shadow. … There the exterior of the subject being photographed 
gains clear definition for the first time, setting up a situation 
where the model’s eye can become an eye, and the model’s 
back can become a back.

—Yukio Mishima, on being photographed by 
Eikoh Hosoe for Barakei (Ordeal by Roses) 

Critic and photographer Kōji Taki, mentor 
and financer of the short-lived Provoke journal, published a 
revised formulation of the original Provoke manifesto as follows: 
“Whether ‘photography’ or ‘language’, all expressive acts consist 
after all in one’s labors to figure out, by running with one’s own 
flesh through the skin of uncertain phenomena, what is true 
Being. To press it further, all expressions lead to an attempt 
to discover a new structure beyond the structure to which we 

are exposed on a daily basis”.2 He goes on: “No matter what 
new-sounding thing they may say, neither ‘language’ nor 
‘photography’ can accomplish their perhaps achievable task 
of weathering the world of the status quo—a world that has 
become a shell—unless they refuse to live in peace in this world 
that otherwise seems so very certain”.3

In slightly different terms from the original 1968 
Provoke manifesto, then, Taki offers here a perspective that 
forms a key to understanding the impetus of the otherwise highly 
diverse Provoke photographs. Whether they take the form of 
language or photography, he understands artistic expressions 
as acts. He links these acts to the problem of what he calls 
“true Being” (shin no jitsuzai), otherwise translatable as “true 
actuality”. What is “true Being”? Taki explains by presenting us 
with an image of the uncertain phenomena of the world—the 
appearance of things—as a kind of skin or membrane (maku). 
The photographer or writer aims to “run through” this skin with 
his or her own body or flesh, and through this effort, to enter a 
thought-space different from what “we are exposed to on a daily 
basis”. The forms or “shells” of the world, the “world that has 
become a shell”, may feel like something we already know fully. 
It may “seem so very certain”. Yet in fact, that very shell-like 
quality shows that it has lost contact with that “actuality” or “true 
Being”, that larger totality which he calls “chi”: knowledge.

In what context does Taki call to photographers 
and writers to follow the deeper path required by their own 
expressive acts? In this “extra” fourth 1970 collection of 
Provoke-related materials entitled First Let Us Throw Out the 
World of Apparent Certainty, published in the same year as the 
mounting of the international Osaka Expo, Taki urges artists to 
search for a “new structure” beyond the everyday status quo.4 
The preparations for Expo ’70 appeared to many artists a most 
disheartening sellout of experimental/avant-garde work to the 

2. Kōji Taki, “What Can Photography 
Do: In Lieu of Introduction” in Mazu 
tashikarashisa no sekai o sutero: 
shashin to gengo no shisō (Tokyo: 
Tabata Shoten, 1970): 6, emphasis 
mine. As Michael Lucken notes, Taki 
is known mostly as a critic rather 
than as a photographer because of 
his own renunciation of a practice 
of photography, but Lucken sees 
this renunciation as part and parcel 

of his trajectory as a photographer. 
Lucken, “Taki Kōji: Essai de contre-
photographie,” in Transbordeur: 
Photographie, no. 2 (2018).

3. Ibid., 6. For excellent 
contextualization of the Provoke 
era, see Provoke: Between Protest 
and Performance (Gottingen: Steidl, 
2016).
4. Mazu tashikarashisa no sekai o 
suterō, also sometimes translated 
as “First let’s abandon the world of 
verisimilitude”.
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202 Miryam Sas Conceptualizing Japanese Post-War Photography: Snap, Movement, Refusal

forces of national/technological “progress” and globalizing 
capitalism.5 The Hegelian terms mobilized by Taki and other 
theorists, such as “true being/actuality”, trace a direct lineage to 
Marxist critiques of the time. An enormous number of “cultural 
elites”, as Taki put it, were acceding to the program of Expo 
’70, being “realigned” and “reorganized” into a project they saw 
as reinforcing the hold of bourgeois ideology—an uncritical 
celebration of technology and progress—in Japanese society.6 
Even for many who reflect back on it today, the Osaka Expo 
marks a key turning point, the end of the era of direct political 
protest, whose 1960 and 1969 manifestations Hiroshi Hamaya 
and Takashi Hamaguchi capture so viscerally in this exhibition. 
The Provoke photographers and critics—Yutaka Takanashi, 
Taki, poet and critic Takahiko Okada, Takuma Nakahira, and 
starting with the second issue Daidō Moriyama—expressed the 
potentiality of photography in varying ways that aimed to sustain 
a culture of refusal in relation to this reorganisation: to “refuse to 
live in peace” in this seemingly certain mold. 

All around them youth subcultures and 
countercultures, student and worker movements, and 
theatrical and dance innovations shared many of the Provoke 
photographers’ philosophical preoccupations and committed 
artistic practices. The terms of the body that Taki evokes 
resonate with the work of performance groups and cinema 
directors who affirmed the value of staking one’s body—or 
flesh—on the challenge to cultural structures. Mishima, 
writing on the border of dance and photography, argued for 
the radicality of a peeling away of the subject’s “mind and 
psychology” to focus on the exteriority of the flesh: to set up 
a situation where the “back can become a back”, the “eye 
can become an eye”. Growing out of this milieu, Provoke 
photographers aimed to use the “documents” of “reality cut 
out by means of the camera”, documents of reality with a 
“non-commutative, non-exchangeable materiality”, in order to 
“provoke thought” in a way that words alone could not—to break 
the grip of this seemingly certain form, this “apparent certainty”.7

Provoke-era photographs, as many have noted, 
resist our visual understanding, with their bafflingly oblique 

angles, blurs, and speed-lines, framing “empty” infrastructural 
landscapes of wires, darkness, and roadside barriers. “Beauty” 
is no longer at issue. To grasp the conceptual impetus 
behind them, one can begin with the work of the several prior 
generations of photographers, against whom these next waves 
of photographers rebelled—or, in a more generous metaphor, 
whose work they extended in unexpected ways. It is a structure 
often narrated as a series of layers: each of these generations 
had a political edge, a refusal of the status quo, but from very 
different points of departure. At the center of early post-war 
photography one finds the “realism” of Ken Domon: his Camera 
Mainichi columns in the early 1950s offered careful readings of 
his choice of photos in the amateur photo contest sponsored 
by the magazine, followed later by a series of dialogues with 
Ihei Kimura; their own photos and photographic theories played 
a key role in this “realist” movement. Domon’s rhetoric of the 
“absolutely pure snapshot, absolutely unstaged” inspired many 
photographers in a widespread trend.8 Toyoko Tokiwa, whose 
late-1950s works are included in this exhibition, emerged from 
those circles inspired by Domon.Shōmei Tōmatsu and Kikuji 
Kawada also began their work as photographers in this period. 

Reviewing the theoretical writings we notice, 
perhaps with surprise, that each prior post-war generation also 
lays a claim—in one way or another—to the “real”. From the 
explicit “realism” of the early 1950s, to The Eyes of Ten and 
VIVO photographers, and onward to the Provoke era, we find 
that a particular access to “reality”, or to the “actual”, the attempt 
to capture of the world “as it is” (aru ga mama) forms a central 
emphasis in each group’s thinking about their photography. For 
example, the artists of the Mono-ha group, of whom members 
Kōji Enokura is represented in this exhibition, are best known for 
their practice and concept of leaving things “as they are”, the “left 
alone” aspect of their sculptural installations, painting, and, here, 
photographic works. While each generation affirms a certain 
realism or access to the real, however, they have divergent ideas 
of what, exactly, “reality” or “actuality” may be and how it may be 
accessed or experienced through photographic practice. While 
a full account of these layers and the many intervening photo 

5. For thoughtful studies of works 
presented in Expo ’70 as well as of 
the protests against it, see “Expo ’70 
and Japanese Art: Dissonant Voices”, 
Review of Japanese Culture and 
Society, vol. 23, December 2011.
6. Taki, “Memorandum”, 67–8.
7. Taki, et al., “Provoke Manifesto”, in 
Provoke, vol. 1.

8. The emergence of this movement 
is outlined in English in Kōtarō 
Iizawa, “The Evolution of Postwar 
Photography”, in The History of 
Japanese Photography (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, in 
association with the Museum of 
Fine Arts, Houston, 2003): 211–214; 
212. He also covers many important 

photographers and groups not 
discussed here.
9. Ken Domon, 1954 lecture at 
the Bridgestone Museum of Art, 
published in Camera magazine as 
“Riarizumu shashin no susumu beki 
michi” (The Path That Should Be 
Taken by Realist Photography), June 
1955, cited in Tatsuo Fukushima, 

Fukushima Tatsuo shashin 
hyōronshū, vol. 2, “‘Jūnin no me’/VIVO 
no jidai”, 19.
10. Drawing on Raymond Williams’s 
term, and its subsequent reinvention 
in affect theory, we could talk about 
the varying tones and modalities of 
photography in these generations as 
a series of different regimes of the 
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groups and institutions falls beyond the scope of this essay, 
one can nonetheless begin to sketch key moments where these 
differing photographic groups state their relation to these non-
singular “reals”. By tracing these transformations we may begin 
to understand the photographic practices represented in this 
exhibition and their enduring legacies. 

In a 1954 lecture, Ken Domon looked back on 
the movement he had helped spark during the Occupation 
period. That realism had indeed represented a “complete 
liberation from the apparatus of wartime, from things like 
bureaucratic regulation by announcements coming from the 
Imperial General Headquarters”. In contrast to that regulated 
version of reality as presented by the war bureaucracy, he said, 
“we wanted to look truly and clearly with our own eyes at reality 
itself”.9 One senses in these photographs the sheer falling away 
of that era of propaganda (the universe of war-glorifying aerial 
photography and heroics). It is a widespread, amateur-inviting 
dismantling of one regime of the gaze and the construction, 
or invention, of a deeply needed alternative visual “structure 
of feeling”.10 This new mode mobilized what Domon called the 
“snapshot methodology” (snappu-teki hōhōron) to see “with 
our own eyes” what had remained invisible or covered over 
before, and what the Occupation narratives of progress even 
at that moment colluded to obscure from view: street children, 
disabled veterans, pan-pan prostitutes at the army bases. Yet 
already by 1954, Domon said: "Regarding the discovery of 
motifs based on the snapshot methodology, as well as various 
everyday things in the streets, they have for the most part all 
been photographed out. The shoeshine boys, the pan-pan, 
the waifs and strays, buildings falling into disrepair, the dirty 
streets have all been photographed out. I myself take realist 
photographs, and it has become the case all around Japan that 
one hundred thousand people can say with certainty that they 
take realist photographs, and reasonably good ones at that. 
However, there is nothing left to take. One can’t go on like this. 
We have come to a place where we need to think of something 
deeper, more beautiful, more sturdy as a motif or as a form of 
photographic expression".11 

In the rhythm of his phrases, one senses the end 
of the road: “We can’t go on like this”. The problem of having 
run out of subjects for the photographs, taking and taking 
them to the point of visual exhaustion, was also a problem 
of methodology, of the “snapshot method”.12 The apparent 
“accuracy” or precision of shooting things “as they are”, or as 
they were, led to a sense of repetitiveness, what Iizawa (citing 
Domon) had called a “mannerism”, a stylisation, of realist 
photography.13 Domon describes it in retrospect: “As I said, 
[we took] everyday snapshot motifs and expressions, or to 
put it in negative terms, naturalistic, duplicating [mechanically 
reproducing] expressions: taking a given motif as it is, in its 
natural state, mechanically and accurately.”14 The idea of the 
“as it is” had become a negative attribute here, whereas for the 
subsequent generations, that very “as it is”, no longer framed 
naturalistically, held the potential to open up a new path.

In the realm of documentary cinema, Susumu 
Hani’s Children in the Classroom (1954) and Children Who 
Draw (1956), followed by the monumental works of Noriaki 
Tsuchimoto’s collective and Ogawa Productions, generated a 
lineage of ethical interrogations into the relation of documentary 
director to “subject,” opening creative reconsideration of 
documentary’s intersubjective dimensions. In theater, more 
presentational, corporeally intensive performances, some 
breaking the fourth wall or emerging into the streets, challenged 
the dictates of psychological “realism” of the earlier shingeki 
theater. The trajectories of these post-war art forms in their own 
ways overturned what had passed as “realisms” in previous eras. 
For Domon, too, “something deeper, more beautiful, sturdier as 
motif or expression” needed to emerge from the wreckage of the 
early post-war period.15

In the mid-1950s, then, Domon and other 
photographers such as Shigene Kanamaru and critic Masao 
Tanaka acted as advisors to younger photographers like the 
HAMA group from which Toyoko Tokiwa emerged. Beginning 
with Domon-influenced “realist” subject matter of the Occupied 
city of Yokohama, its bars and brothels, Tokiwa evinced an 
“extraordinary tenacity in the way she closed in on her objects,” 

gaze as well as structures of feeling 
that condition and are conditioned 
by them.
11. Domon’s 1954 lecture, “Riarizumu 
shashin no susumu beki michi”, cited 
in Tatsuo Fukushima, 1–19.
12. I am grateful to Maiko Morimoto 
Tomita for this point.

13. Kōtarō Iizawa, “Evolution”, 212. 
Some readers pejoratively called it 
“beggar photography”.
14. Domon, “Riarizumu shashin”, 
cited in Fukushima, 19.

15. Julia Adelay Thomas thoughtfully 
traces the post-war realism debates, 
and makes the interesting link 
between the realism debates of the 
1950s and Georg Lukács’s ideas of 
totality: “namely, the reality of the 
total process, the totality of social 
development”. She cites the x, 
saying that there were over 123,000 

homeless and orphaned children 
in 1948. Sandra Phillips outlines 
key parallels between Japanese 
developments and American ones, 
such as Magnum and Life.
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as photographer Teruo Okai phrases it.16 She photographed 
“fashion models, department store employees, nurses” on the 
one hand and “female pro-wrestlers working at night clubs, 
geisha, women of the red light districts” on the other, from a 
perspective that highlighted the performative roles of working 
women as well as their moments of repose—as in her photos 
in the waiting rooms of the health clinics beside the red light 
districts, where she found these women at rest—“off stage”, as 
it were.17 The face of dancing Oroku-san, with what Tokiwa calls 
its “emotionless expression,” seems to carry within it the history 
of Yokohama’s chabuya district, from its heyday after the 1923 
earthquake to its destruction in the bombing of Yokohama and 
into the post-Occupation era. Alongside Tōmatsu and other 
more established photographers, Tokiwa participated at Tatsuo 
Fukushima’s invitation in the The Eyes of Ten exhibitions of the 
late 1950s. Seven of those ten photographers—not including 
Tokiwa, but including Shōmei Tōmatsu, Akira Satō, Eikoh Hosoe, 
and others—formed the VIVO collective in 1959.

Emerging out of the version of realism of the 
early post-war period, then, and moving into the high protest era 
visualized so powerfully in Hiroshi Hamaya’s photos of the Anpo 
protests, the VIVO group envisioned a new relation with the 
era in which they found themselves. In this period of increasing 
economic prosperity and intense political conflict, how did they 
aim to grasp the “realities” of their time? Already, the blur of 
flag colours in Tōmatsu’s work evokes an energy, an intense 
kind of movement. Looking back on the work of VIVO, Tatsuo 
Fukushima emphasizes the sheer energies of the youth who 
formed that independent agency. The “gaze” evoked by VIVO, 
as described by Fukushima, was one “that could press in toward 
the deep inner recesses of reality.”18 As with Okui’s description 
of Tokiwa, one finds this image of pressing in, closing in 
(nikuhaku), like a hunter, but here with an added sense of depth. 
There is a move to go deeper into reality’s “inner recesses.” This 
“suddenly / given / strange reality that I call ‘Occupation’,” as 
Tōmatsu wrote, lingered “even after the conclusion of the Peace 
Treaty” of San Francisco and the official end of the Occupation. 
“The reality of the state of Occupation still continued as 

before, or rather, persisted in even tighter, deeper ways.”19 Ikkō 
Narahara describes how, for the first time in his life seeing the 
sky empty of war planes at the end of the war, what struck him 
was “just a blue, empty sky”: “instead of seeing peace there,” he 
writes, “it left me with a sense of vacuum and sterility.”20

Even given this strong sense of protest against 
this deeper presence of Occupation, the methodology of VIVO 
swells with images of “action” and “movement”. Fukushima 
describes his association with the group as an experience 
of becoming an agent of action (kōisha), a participant in a 
movement (undōsha). VIVO, at the height of anti–Anpo Security 
Treaty protests, aimed to “bring together and present, toward 
the era and toward the existing photographic environment, 
our collective actions—as a movement to transform the 
photography of our era into what it ought to be”.21 With the 
formation of VIVO as an agency (“self-agency”) in the world, the 
group, according to Fukushima, wanted to generate “a sublated 
form of movement” or “a more concentrated or intensified 
version of movement”. In sublation—shiyō, the Japanese term 
for the German aufheben—the movement and the photographs 
themselves would reorganize and remake—extend, transcend, 
or suspend (within) the broader social realm. The form of 
VIVO as agency was thus structured not only for apparently 
practical purposes but more truly as a praxis: “this form of 
existence alone could include the entirety of the activities of 
the photographers, and therefore become a new and powerful 
method for externalizing our movement.”22

By 1965, Tōmatsu was rejecting established 
photographer Yōnosuke Natori’s categorisation of his photos as 
“poems written in photography”, in a public retort published in 
Asahi Camera.23 Tōmatsu claimed instead to be destabilizing 
the boundaries between photography as “records/document”, 
or the world of photojournalism (hōdō shashin), and what Natori 
had called “poetic”. In a way that begins to lean toward Provoke’s 
exploration of alternative senses of the document, Tōmatsu 
vehemently rejected the seemingly subjective as limited to “poetic” 
terrain in order to reframe the limits of “reportage photography” 
and to open the possibilities of “document” in an altered way.

16. Teruo Okai, “Tokiwa Toyoko no 
shashin: sei fūzoku o tsuikyū shita 
tokui na joryū shashinka”, in Toyoko 
Tokiwa, Tokiwa Toyoko shashinshū—
Watashi no Naka no YOKOHAMA 
Densetsu (Tokiwa Toyoko shashin 
jimusho, 2001): 62.
17. See ibid., p. 62, and description of 
Tokiwa’s visits to Magane-chō clinic 

in the time prior to the passage of the 
anti-prostitution law in 1956 and its 
enactment in 1958.
18. Fukushima, 24.
19. Tōmatsu, “Occupation”, as cited in 
Fukushima, 24.
20. Ikkō Narahara, “Aru michi e no 
hottan” (The Genesis of a Certain 
Strangeness), in Asahi Camera, 

February 1960, cited in Fukushima, 24.
21. Fukushima, 46.
22. Ibid., 52. For a useful analysis 
of this period, including a description 
of the relation of photography of 
this period to trends in American 
photography such as the Magnum 
agency, see Sandra Phillips, 
“Currents in Photography in Postwar 

Japan”, in Tōmatsu Shōmei: Skin of 
a Nation (Modena: Galleria Civica di 
Modena, 2007): especially 46–51.
23. Excerpts from Natori’s criticism 
and Tōmatsu’s retort have been 
translated in the excellent collection 
From Postwar to Postmodern: 
Art in Japan 1945–1989: Primary 
Documents, ed. Doryun Chong et. al 
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By the late 1960s, with the revival of 
internationally focused protest (as against the Vietnam war), 
the idea of “movement”, as well as of “realities” with depths, 
began to yield, as we have seen in Taki’s Provoke work, to an 
attempt to conceptualize an ungraspable “totality” or “knowledge 
of totality” within a larger, overwhelming social structure. The 
VIVO photographers, with their “total mistrust” of the adult 
world, their rejection of “the utter lies of the adults” as Tōmatsu 
had phrased it, had aimed at a movement that could gain 
in intensity, condense, extend through the photographers’ 
collective activities.24 Provoke, on the other hand, attempted to 
face directly the increasingly intractable homogenizing force of 
globalisation that stamped each landscape with sameness, in 
the face of which it became necessary—perhaps without much 
hope—to bring photography to its limit in refuting the “world of 
apparent certainties”. 

Nakahira’s 1971 Circulation: Date, Place, 
Events—a selection of which is so vividly reconstructed in this 
exhibition—refracts the everyday mediascape and objects of 
his quotidian 1970 Paris. Nakahira shot, developed, printed, 
and posted his day’s photos at the Paris Biennale each day, 
in a micro-time-lag of the “now”: with this barrage of shocks 
of “reality” to his system and ideas, Nakahira aimed to “propel 
forward the tearing apart” he saw as already underway in the 
world in order to “prepare for the revenge to come against 
society and history”.25 Tamiko Nishimura, in her Shikishima 
series, seems to abandon intentionality, to ride on a wave of 
mediated culture. Inspired by films like Yoshishige Yoshida’s 
Akitsu Onsen (1962) or Tomu Uchida’s Kiga kaikyō (Fugitive 
From the Past, 1965), she drifts to the places depicted in these 
films, sings their theme songs, and photographs the “empty” 
landscapes (seascapes, rail lines, ports). 

Nakahira and others lamented the fact that, 
by the end, the much-imitated Provoke work had been 
misunderstood as an imitable style—the shaking, moving, out-
of-focus images appropriated as a trope even for commercial 
use, as was the fate of many experimental forms of the ’60s. 
Yet to best understand even that appropriation we can return 

to Taki’s conceptual provocation in his very first Provoke 
memorandum, where he laments the impossibility of grasping 
or attending at the level of totality or total knowledge to the 
fragmenting universe of isolated perspectives: yet in spite of the 
drive toward reification, toward appropriation, knowledge (chi) 
should not be left in its commodified and divided state. Instead, 
he argued, one should “try to grasp as a totality the whole 
structure of human culture as well as the existence of human 
beings living within that structure”.26 The Hegelian/Marxist 
refusal he describes is not only about the political: “The sphere 
that we are aiming to provoke goes beyond politics, toward a 
deeper realm of negation. Or we even think that our provocation 
can happen in such a way that we ourselves becoming 
something utterly negative”. Provoke’s refusal catalyzes a 
“project” (tōki) in spite of the fact that photography attempts to 
grasp fragments of something that “we cannot see”. 

Taki writes, “it is not because we ‘cannot see’ that 
we ‘leap’. In the process of trying to theorize what we ‘cannot 
see’, we try to decide ‘toward what’ we want to exist. This 
endeavor is what I want to call knowledge (chi)”.28

As Taki noted in the epigraph that began this 
essay, the reality that he calls “totality” awakens and is called 
forth in the exterior space of the art work: it hovers just outside 
and around the works themselves. This interest in externality 
seems to follow indirectly from VIVO era photographic practices 
like those of Eikoh Hosoe who, as Mishima put it, stripped away 
the subject’s given meanings and returned them to us in the 
form of fixed light and shadow, with the mutual reflection of 
their meaninglessness. In the case of Provoke, those existing 
meanings have given way to the culture’s mediated cruft of 
reproduced images and chance encounters, which Nakahira 
threw into a non-sequence that allowed another kind of radical 
externalisation of the gaze and of the body. For Mishima, the 
abstraction of meaning’s absence allows the “eye to become 
an eye, the back to become a back” as sheer exteriority, a 
performative act of peeling away meanings. The Provoke 
photographs no longer engage meaning: they accumulate as a 
series of shocks, rising as a collective that refuses to collect. 

(New York: Museum of Modern Art, 
2012): 150–152.
24. Tōmatsu, cited in Fukushima, 24.
25. Takuma Nakahira, “Photography, 
One Day’s Actuality”, in Nakahira and 
Akihito Yasumi, Circulation: Date, 
Place, Events, (Tokyo: Osiris, 2012, 
translation modified): 264, 292.

26. Taki, “Memorandum 1—The 
Degeneration of Intellect”, 63.
27. Taki, “Memorandum 1”, 64.
28. Taki, “Memorandum 1”, 65.
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Tomiko Nishimura had written, as she followed the vicissitudes 
of the literalized mediascape: “The wind was strong, and the 
weather kept changing—sunny one moment, then cloudy 
the next.” Behind her the dark face of Oroku in Toyoko Tokiwa’s 
photos shone from the depths of post-Occupation chabuya, 
looking back at us, or perhaps just beyond us. In each era, 
we find a committed relation to a unique vision of “reality” 
or “actuality”, as artists put into practice their ever-shifting 
modalities of the gaze, of photography, and of being in 
the world.
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Akihito Yasumi Resisting Aesthetics: Body, Image, Matter 

In 1968, Yasunari Kawabata, the first Japanese 
writer to be awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature, delivered 
his Nobel Prize acceptance speech, “Japan, The Beautiful 
and Myself”1 in Stockholm. Kawabata discussed the traditions 
of Japanese beauty, introducing a number of works of waka 
poetry and narrative prose from as far back as the tenth century, 
touching on unique aspects of Japanese culture such as the 
Japanese garden and tea ceremony, and quoting from his own 
essay, Matsugo no me (Eyes of the Dying) (1933). Through 
these reference points he located the foundations of traditional 
Japanese aesthetics in an awareness of life when viewed from 
the perspective that death is nothingness. In this view, human 
emotions and culture become unified with the natural beauty 
of the changing seasons, and this unification overcomes the 
opposition between mankind and nature, the conflict between 
individual and community, and the struggle between life and 
death. Harmonisation is achieved between the outer sphere 
of “beautiful Japan” and the inner sphere of “myself”, and “the 
other” and “history” are extinguished. 

Against a background of increasingly violent 
student protests and worldwide distrust and rejection of 
established values, 1968 also saw the launch of the Japanese 
photography magazine Provoke (1968–1970). It was precisely 
the kind of aesthetics and poetics described by Kawabata that 
the founders of Provoke sought to challenge and oppose (even 
if this was not explicitly mentioned). Such an aesthetics could 
be said to operate by eliminating, through the imagination, the 
contradictions and differences inherent in reality. It should be 
noted here that the tendency of the Japanese to represent 
themselves in terms of “Japanese uniqueness” emerged in a 
period of unstrained relations with the West and a sense of self-
sufficiency as an Asian colonial power following victory in the 
Russo-Japanese War (1904–1905). After World War II, scientific 
and technological advances and dramatic economic growth drove 
the rapid modernisation of Japanese society. However, cracks 

and distortions began to appear over time, and in this period, 
the pivotal year of 1968 witnessed an unabashed return to the 
romantic aesthetics that underpinned the imperialist ideology of 
the 1930 and 1940s, as expressed in Kawabata’s speech, and 
also marked the start of a decisive critique of that aesthetics. 

It was also in 1968 that the Japan Professional 
Photographers Society (established 1950) held the exhibition 
100 Years of Photography: A History of Japanese Photographic 
Expression. This was the first exhibition to present a 
systematically organized history of Japanese photography. After 
collecting and reviewing tens of thousands of photographs, 
the curators selected 1640 images, including anonymous 
photographs, tracing one hundred years of history from the 
1840s, when the camera was introduced to Japan, to the 
end of World War II in 1945. The chairman of the executive 
committee was Hiroshi Hamaya (1915-1999) but the exhibition 
was proposed and substantially organized by Shōmei Tōmatsu 
(1930-2012), who invited Takuma Nakahira (1938-2015) to 
compile the images for the exhibition, together with the critic 
Kōji Taki (1928-2011), Masatoshi Naitō (1938-) and others. 
Nakahira summarized this one-hundred-year history in his article 
“Shashin ni totte hyōgen to wa nani ka” (What is expression in 
photography?):2 “Photography is fixated with expression, and 
as photographic expression became more refined in Japan, it 
arrived at and ultimately became absorbed in an isolated world 
supported by a kind of lyricism.” He goes on to say, “Implicit 
in this is the idea that this process reached its endpoint in the 
war era.” The stereotyped representation of existing values and 
ideas became even more marked in the war era as techniques 
became more sophisticated, culminating in “an unmediated 
aesthetics utterly permeated by politics” that extended to 
amateur photography clearly not intended as war propaganda. 
Against this aestheticization of politics, Nakahira repeatedly 
states that the photograph stands as a document rather than 
an expression. Photography stands in relationship to its object 

1. Just before his speech, Kawabata 
made a small change to the Japanese 
title, although the translator Edward 
Seidensticker chose to retain his 
original translation Japan, the 
Beautiful and Myself. The nuance 
of Kawabata’s change is difficult to 
translate, but the effect is perhaps 
to strengthen the sense of personal 

identification with Japan and its 
aesthetic traditions.

2. Dezain Hihyō (6), 1968.
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through the optical principles of the camera as an impersonal 
machine. It is precisely through this physical mechanism that 
the humanisation and appropriation of the world can be resisted, 
and the spirit and method of resistance against all brands of 
aesthetics can be discovered.

Japan adopted modern science, including 
photography, from the West, and this exhibition’s historical 
survey of Japanese photography also prompted a consideration 
of the history of Japan’s modernisation through the lens of 
photography, and an examination of the fundamental nature 
of the relationship between this history and photographic 
expression. The exhibition also spawned a photographic 
collection entitled Nihon shashinshi 1840–1945 (A History of 
Japanese Photography 1840–1945) (1971), which had a great 
influence on subsequent research and writing on the history 
of photography. One consequence was the rediscovery and 
acclaim of photographs of land reclamation and development 
in Hokkaidō, notably by Kenzō Tamoto (1832–1912), and 
images captured by Yōsuke Yamahata (1917–1966) in the 
aftermath of the atomic bombing of Nagasaki. The Hokkaidō 
photographs predated the emergence of subjective expression 
as an aspect of the artist’s consciousness, while the Nagasaki 
photographs were taken in extreme conditions that erased any 
contemporary sense of expression. In their deep commitment 
to documenting what they saw, both photographers were able 
to bring a unique power to their photography. Although there 
were factual inaccuracies and doubts have subsequently been 
raised about this historical evaluation, there is no doubt that 
as historical statements by photographers rather than experts 
on the history of photography (of which there were admittedly 
very few at the time), these images reflect the photographic 
expression of these periods. The documentary photography 
achieved without intention by Tamoto and Yamahata would 
have to be intentionally and methodically undertaken by current 
photographers from their position in history. It is significant 
that Taki and Nakahira, who were deeply involved with these 
images while compiling the exhibition, went on to establish the 
photography magazine Provoke. 

The exhibition was curated by photographers 
still in their twenties and thirties who, in compiling the images 
for this historical survey, declared a departure from the older 
generation active from before the war, such as Hamaya, Ken 
Domon (1909–1990) and Ihei Kimura (1901–1974). This position 
naturally included a criticism of a post-war history that had 
blurred the culpability of this older generation of photographers 
in the war, and also implied a resistance to the “post-war” 
master-narrative emerging in 1945 that covered over the 
realities of the recent past. Disaffection with Tōmatsu, now the 
embodiment of post-war democracy, may also have motivated 
the inception of Provoke. Tōmatsu exerted a powerful influence 
on Provoke members, and his image was seen as something to 
be superseded. 

Tōmatsu, Eikoh Hosoe (1933), Ikkō Narahara 
(1931) and others formed the photographer’s cooperative VIVO 
(1959–1961), having previously participated in the Eyes of Ten 
exhibition (1957–1959) planned by the photography critic Tatsuo 
Fukushima (1928). The group was labelled (though perhaps 
not appropriately) the Image School (Eizō-ha) because they 
privileged the independent logic of the image itself. This style 
was a critical reaction against wartime news photography 
that had been swallowed up by the ideology of the governing 
system, and against the post-war, socialist-driven realism of 
photographers such as Domon. Taking issue with Yōnosuke 
Natori (1910-1962), who had spearheaded the wartime 
nationalist propaganda, Tōmatsu wrote, “I believe that in order to 
prevent the sclerosis of photography, we must cast out the evil 
spirits that haunt news photography, and we must destroy the 
existing ideas contained in those words.”3 “Evil spirits” obviously 
refers, in one sense, to the negative legacy of photojournalism 
as wartime propaganda. In 1962, there was also a dispute over 
humanism in photography between Hamaya and Fukushima, 
the latter stating, “The era of Life and Magnum is over” while 
mentioning the publication of William Klein’s New York (1956) 
and Robert Frank’s The Americans (1958).

Hamaya had been a photographer since the 
1930s and was involved in photographing the Japanese army 
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3. Asahi Camera, 1960, Nov. 
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and navy for the propaganda magazine Front during the war. 
After the war, he won acclaim in Japan and abroad for his 
work documenting Japan’s landscapes and people from a 
folkloric perspective, with photobooks including Yukiguni (Snow 
Country) (1956) and Ura nihon (Backlands of Japan) (1957). 
In 1960, Hamaya became the first Japanese photographer to 
join Magnum Photos, and in that same year he participated 
with students in the demonstrations against the Japan-U.S. 
Security Treaty, which he documented in Ikari to kanashimi 
no kiroku (A Chronicle of Grief and Anger) (1960). Reflecting 
on this collection, Hamaya wrote, “Until then, I had not been 
strongly involved in political photography, but this was different. 
On May 19th, steamrollering by the government led to violent 
suppression of democracy inside the Diet building.  
As a Japanese person who has lived before, during and after the 
war, I decided to consider and confront this crisis with my  
camera.”4 However, he goes on to say, “The student activism 
and rage of the younger generation following the 1960 
demonstrations against the Treaty rapidly faded after the 
Tokyo University protests of 1969. I felt my own disillusionment 
after publishing a newspaper article ‘Zasetsu shita gurafu-
jyōnarizumu’ (Disillusionment with photo-journalism) in 1973.” 
Later, he travelled widely to photograph the natural world that 
still remained. Reflecting on his reasons for proposing that 
the curation of 100 Years of Photography be entrusted to the 
post-war generation of photographers, Hamaya stated that 
photographers and critics living before and during the war “did 
not inspire any confidence in me because they themselves 
had avoided commenting on the good and bad in wartime 
photographic activities”.

Hamaya’s disillusionment in response to the 
Tokyo University protests of January 1969 was touched on by 
Nakahira, who noted that this was “a single political peak in 
the wave of student power that shook Japan and the world”, 
and at the same time brought into sharp focus the question 
of “what kind of activities news photographers and journalists 
should engage in, and more fundamentally, what is a journalist?” 
Nakahira also pointed out that “the viewpoint of news 

photographers who sought to ‘objectively capture the truth’ could 
never be anything other than the viewpoint of state power.”5 
Nakahira claims that what was lacking was “recognition that the 
journalist is also a living presence within reality, together with 
an awareness that this presence is historically mediated and 
thoroughly permeated by history”. He restates his own definition 
of documenting with the claim that “we must depart from 
documentation of life as the interior of the documenter’s lived 
experience, and again make documents from among the points 
of correspondence between this interior and the world (which 
also constitute history and life itself).” While participating in 
concrete political activities, Nakahira did not attempt to directly 
capture these situations himself.

From the mid-1950s, Takashi Hamaguchi (1931–
2018) was part of the Japan Press Photographers Association 
established in 1951 by Mainichi Shimbun newspaper with Ken 
Domon and Ihei Kimura as directors. Hamaguchi’s career took 
off with his pictures of the stone-throwing incident at the Imperial 
wedding parade (1959). There was much praise for his images of 
university protests in the photobook Kiroku to shunkan (Record 
& Instant) (1969), which was followed by the publication of 
Daigaku Tōsō Nanaju-70nen Anpo E (University Revolt Against 
Japan–U.S. Security Treaty in 1970) (1969). His subsequent 
photojournalism displayed a consistently humanistic perspective 
in its documentation of the events of that period, from the 
Sanrizuka Struggle over land seizures for Narita International 
Airport, to documenting American military bases over a long 
period, and the aftermath of the 1995 Great Hanshin earthquake 
and the 2011 Tōhoku earthquake and tsunami. However, his 
photographs of the events of this period have recently begun to 
be re-evaluated as expressive of an aesthetic not necessarily 
swayed by the ideology of objectivity. 

The notions of expression and documentation in 
photography stand in a complicated and paradoxical relationship 
that has evolved over time. To begin with, photography differs 
from expression through conventional painting in that it extracts 
and mechanically records an image as a fragment of the world, 
without adding any kind of image to the world. The photographer 
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4. Senzō zanzō – Shashin taiken 
60nen (Latent Image and Afterimage: 
60 years in Photography) (1991).

5. Design, 1969, May.
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does not have complete conscious control but can intervene in 
this documentary process by framing and altering parameters 
such as exposure. These procedures inevitably established 
the modern idea of the subject. The involvement of the subject 
then invited a tendency towards an aesthetics in which the 
distinctiveness of photography was lost. This resulted in endless 
deconstruction to the point of paralysis, and demanded a 
progression to anonymisation. This was perhaps the starting 
point for the experiments of Provoke. 

Yutaka Takanashi (1935) was already working 
as a fashion and commercial photographer for the advertising 
agency Nippon Design Center (established 1959) and taking 
urban snapshots when he joined Provoke. His city pictures 
were published in the magazine Camera Mainichi as Tokyo-jin 
(Tokyoites) (1966). Reflecting on this time, Takanashi wrote, 
“two contradictory creatures were living inside my body … 
one was an ‘image hunter’ who aimed to shoot only what was 
invisible, the other was a ‘rag picker’ who could only make use of 
what he could see.” He goes on to say, “I continue my troubled 
wandering back and forth between the expressive mind that 
longs for abstraction and the documentary mind impatient for 
concrete expression.”6 These vacillations and conflicts were 
perhaps induced by the theme of the city, which eludes the 
symbolic as substance and sign endlessly intermix and change. 
Takanashi continued this series with Toshi-e (Towards the City) 
(1974) and Tokyo-jin 1978–1983 (Tokyoites 1978–1983), and 
continued his photographic experiments in urban theory using 
a large-format camera for Machi (Towns) (1977), Miyako no kao 
(Visage of a Metropolis) (1988) and Chimeiron (Study of Place 
Names) (2000).

Daidō Moriyama (1938) joined Provoke with issue 
2 in 1968, and his first photobook Nippon gekijō shashinchō 
(Japan: A Photo Theatre) was also published that year, with 
text by poet and dramatist Shōji Terayama (1935–1983). In this 
volume, Moriyama deconstructed context and reconstructed 
an equivalence with other schools of photography as a 
reaction against the evaluation of his journal photographs, 
which had been described as vivid depictions of native and 

popular culture. Moriyama’s photographs in this volume 
clearly confine themselves to fragments and surfaces, without 
recreating the idea of total reality. The book’s blurry, grainy, 
out-of-focus images (so-called bure-boke) and snapshots 
taken without the viewfinder are also related to this idea. This 
orientation culminated in the photobook Shashin yo sayōnara 
(Farewell, Photography) (1972), which consists of indiscriminate 
duplication of TV images and other people’s photographs, 
negative scraps exposed after taking the final picture, etc. 
The image now occupied a position as an independent 
object equal to reality. 

Having taken photographs for the series Nihon 
Sankei (Japan’s Scenic Trio) (1973–1974), Moriyama emphasized 
the highly artificial quality of the Japanese landscape, including 
the naturally sculpted forms such as the Amanohashidate 
sandbar. He asserted that “Nature in its symbolic forms used 
in the ‘Discover Japan’ campaign is no longer found in Japan.” 
“Discover Japan” was a promotional campaign by Japanese 
National Railways launched in 1970 with the slogan “Beautiful 
Japan and me”, a reference to Kawabata’s speech which 
he approved. The nature that travellers from the cities were 
supposed to discover was nothing but an idea, since photographs 
can only be disconnected fragments of ideas. Therefore, 
Moriyama states that “Photography is nothing but the continuous 
creation of memories and the constant taking of memos,” and 
goes on to say, “If the ‘eyes of the dying’ can never be reached, 
we are left with the ‘eyes of memory’. This is the only context 
relevant to photography, and to step out beyond this is to arrive at 
the ‘eyes of the dying’, where nothing is left but decay.”7

It was also in the era of “Discover Japan” that 
Tamiko Nishimura (1948) travelled around northern Japan to 
take photographs for Shikishima (1973). Shikishima is another 
name for Japan, which appears in poetry as a pillow word 
(makurakotoba)8 attached to Yamato—itself an old name for 
Japan. The rough, grainy snapshots with unstable, skewed 
compositions call to mind Provoke and are also consistently 
found in Nishimura’s later work. In her student days, Nishimura 
worked part-time in the office of Kōji Taki, and also documented 
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6. “Hiroiya to karyōdo no kattō: 
‘Tokyo-jin’ no ichinen” (Conflict 
between the rag picker and the 
hunter: A year with Tokyoites), 
Camera Mainichi; 1966, Jan.

7. “‘Matsugo no me’ de naku ‘kioku 
no me’” (Not “eyes of the dying” but 
“eyes of memory”), Geijutsu Kurabu, 
(5), 1973.

 

8. Makurakotoba or “pillow word” is 
a rhetorical technique used in waka 
poetry. Like the Homeric epithet 
(e.g. “swift-footed” Achilles) it is a 
stock word or phrase that decorates 
another word but does not bear on 
the text as a whole.  
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the theatrical group Jōkyō Gekijō presided over by Jōrō Kara     
(1940), who was an important presence in the Angura 
(underground theater) movement at that time. These photos 
were later collected in the photobook Jitsuzon – jōkyō gekijō 
1968–69 (Existence: Situation Theatre 1968-69) (2011).

In the 1960s, many photographers associated with 
performing artists working in the theatre. One of the first fruits 
of these collaborations was Eikoh Hosoe’s Otoko to Onna (Man 
and Woman) (1961), born of his encounters with Tatsumi Hijikata 
(1928–1986), the founder of Ankoku Butoh (dance of darkness). 
This new dance form, usually just called Butoh, was established 
by Hijikata with his performance of Kinjiki (Forbidden Colours) 
(1959), a title borrowed from the novel by Yukio Mishima. Butoh 
went on to exert a powerful influence on underground theatre 
and avant-garde art. Hosoe published Otoko to Onna (Ordeal by 
Roses) (1963), a collection of portraits of Mishima, followed by 
Kamaitachi (1969), a collaboration with Hijikata, who improvised 
a performance inspired by the weasel-like demon Kamaitachi 
in a farming village in northern Japan. These images captured 
the dynamic evolution of a dramatic universe overflowing with 
tension, whereas Hoyo (Embrace) (1972), a collaboration with 
Hijikata’s pupils, depicted highly abstract physical forms in a 
return to the style of Man and Woman. 

There was both an inevitability and an ambiguity 
around the growing interest of the photographers of VIVO 
and Provoke in the body, particularly the human body as a 
sexual presence. The body is both an unknowable thing that 
evades conscious control and the site where the individual 
and power constantly interact and collide day to day. However, 
that ambiguity also stands as a symbol of nature, nativeness 
and genuineness that have been lost through modernisation, 
thus leading to an aesthetics removed from such political 
considerations.

Akira Satō (1930–2002) was a pioneering fashion 
photographer active from the mid-1950s. After joining VIVO, he 
presented works focusing on the female body, including Sunset 
(1960), Cyclopean Eye (1962) with the actress Kyōko Enami, and 
the series Onna (Woman) from 1965. With its abstract depictions 

of the face in extreme close-up and silhouette, Satō’s highly 
modern mode of expression, acquired from sources such as 
western magazines, was the antithesis of native (dochaku). It 
was apparently Satō who proposed the name VIVO, which is the 
Esperanto word for “life”.

Toyoko Tokiwa (1930) began photographing 
women in the 1950s, at a time when there were very few female 
photographers. Women were almost exclusively the object 
of the photographer’s gaze, so for a woman to stand on the 
other side of the lens was in itself notable. Her first exhibition, 
Working Women (1956), further sparked media attention for its 
group of photographs Akasen Chitai no Onna (Women of the 
Red-Light District) depicting prostitutes in Yokohama’s red-light 
district. This attention came in the middle of debates over the 
Anti-Prostitution Law (enacted 1958), and led to Tokiwa taking 
part in the first Eyes of Ten exhibition (1957). She also continued 
to capture images of daily life in the red-light districts, areas 
normally closed to outsiders. These images caused a sensation 
when published together with her own text in Kiken na adabana 
(Dangerous Fruitless Flowers) (1957). It is perhaps ironic that 
having positioned herself as the viewer she herself became 
the object of curiosity. Having lost her father to the war, Tokiwa 
felt enmity towards the American troops, but her cool gaze 
gradually changed as she directed it towards the prostitutes who 
gathered around the troops. This ambivalence towards America 
can also perhaps be seen in Tōmatsu’s Senryō (Occupation) 
series (1959) which dealt with the theme of the post-war 
Americanisation of Japan. Tokiwa went on to photograph 
the streets around the American military bases at Yokosuka, 
Okinawa and other locations. 

Ishiuchi Miyako (1947) also began her 
photography career documenting the scars left by history on 
Yokosuka, the city where she spent her youth. In her trilogy 
of early works, Zesshō – Yokosuka Sutōrii (Yokosuka Story) 
(1976–1977), Apātomento (Apartment) (1977–1978) and Renya no 
Machi (Endless Night), which depicts the former sites of pleasure 
districts around Japan, she retraced her own dark memories on 
jet-black, grainy monochrome surfaces. Since the late 1980s, 
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she has been concerned with the human body, but even as her 
subject moved on from the walls of ruined buildings to wrinkled 
skin and the clothes of the deceased, she has maintained 
a consistent approach to marked surfaces (which is also a 
characteristic of the photograph itself). America in post-war 
Japan is the common theme that connects her work, from her 
earliest photographs to her more recent work Hiroshima (2007).

Tōmatsu’s Senryō (Occupation) series reached its 
conclusion when he resettled in Okinawa just before its reversion 
to Japanese sovereignty. This also marked a major turning point 
for Tōmatsu as a photographer. Around this time, Nakahira 
published Naze, shokubutsu zukan ka (Why an Illustrated 
Botanical Dictionary?) (1973), a collection of critical essays in 
which he critiques his previous works through image and poetry 
and declares a new photographic project conceived in terms of 
a botanical picture book. The social context for this approach 
was the growth of mass consumerism and the information 
age, which saw a reversal of the idea of original and copy and 
an accelerating consumption of images. Images, which were 
supposed to document reality, had become fetishes divorced 
from reality, and both photography and the photographer were 
caught up in a system that went on reproducing a false reality. 
Even the blurry bure-boke of Provoke that had so shaken up 
existing photographic expression was now being incorporated 
into the design of Discover Japan posters. 

Nakahira suggested that both the deluge of nude 
photographs in journalism and the flood of news photographs 
on Vietnam and Okinawa were essentially the same in their 
consumption as images divorced from reality. The unrestricted 
spread of previously banned sexual images through the mass 
media had nothing to do with sexual liberation, but was rather a 
harmful reaction that sought to introduce aesthetics by exerting 
pressure on individual sexuality.

It was against this background that Nobuyoshi 
Araki (1940) began his career. While working at the advertising 
agency Dentsu, he engaged in guerrilla activities such as 
publishing Zerokkusu Sashinchō (Xeroxed Photo Album)
(1970), before making his full-scale debut with the publication of 

Senchimentaru na Tabi (Sentimental Journey) (1971), 
a photobook documenting his honeymoon. However, Araki’s 
I-photographs (shi-shashin)9 neither shut off the individual from 
the flood of images nor depict personal daily life separated 
from society. In fact, these I-photographs acknowledge the split 
between the “I” as image and the real “I”, and even extend the 
interplay between the two. The same could be said of images of 
sex and actual sex. The relationship between seeing and being 
seen can inevitably be complicated here, and perhaps what 
emerges from this relationship is a multi-layered reality.

One of Nakahira’s important experimental 
projects leading up to Naze, shokubutsu zukan ka (Why an 
Illustrated Botanical Dictionary?) was Circulation: Date, Place, 
Events (1971), presented at the Seventh Paris Biennale. During 
the Biennale, he photographed, developed and exhibited about 
two-hundred images of what he encountered in Paris every 
day for about a week, gradually filling the exhibition space with 
masses of photographs. By disrupting and disorientating the 
photographic perspective that seeks to control the world from 
a single viewpoint, he attempted to present all contact between 
“I” and “the world” (including photographs of the photographer 
himself) as a document opening up towards the other, rather 
than trying to squeeze personal expression into completed 
works. This project also demonstrated a process of circulation 
whereby the image as a likeness of reality is again recirculated 
into reality as another reality.

The 10th Tokyo Biennale, entitled Between Man 
and Matter (1970), the first major international art exhibition in 
Japan, had as its commissioner the art critic Yōsuke Nakahara 
(1931-2011), and Nakahira’s photography was used on the 
exhibition posters and catalogue covers. Pieces by the Mono-
ha school (School of Things) were placed in an international 
context alongside works of minimalism and arte povera, and 
many exhibiting artists produced works in residence. This 
biennale thus shared many similarities with the Paris Biennale 
the following year.

One of the exhibitors in Tokyo was Kōji Enokura 
(1942–1995), who became known for his installations in the 
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9. Araki decided to reproduce the 
effect of the “I-novel” (shi-shosetsu), 
a Japanese confessional literary 
genre written in the first person, in his 
photography collection Sentimental 
Journey. He would later dub the 
technique shishashin, rendered 
in English as “I-photography” or 
“personal photography”. The form 

went on to become one of the 
important currents running through 
Japanese photographic expression 
(Translator’s Note).
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1960s and began taking photographs to record those works. 
He increasingly incorporated photography into his work, but 
was inspired by Provoke to fully embrace it as an art form. 
Commenting on Provoke, Enokura said, “Their compositions 
had evolved from a world of images actively photographed to 
a practical, pragmatic world in which images penetrate the 
camera.” Enokura participated in the 1971 Paris Biennale with 
Nakahira and others, and received an award for Wall, a three-
metre-high, five-meter-wide partition of blocks and mortar 
constructed between two pine trees in the Parc Floral. He also 
assisted with the Circulation exhibits during the biennale.

“I take photographs simply because it allows 
me to feel the tension between myself and the object, with this 
optical device—the camera—standing between us. So, pressing 
the shutter is itself not some means of perception, nor is it 
driven by impulse. Rather, this desire to press the shutter arises 
from the tension between myself and the object, having aligned 
myself as far as possible with the mechanism of the camera. 
When I look at an object, the camera itself also encounters 
that object, so for me the important question is: am I capturing 
something with the camera, or is something projecting itself into 
the camera? By deploying the limited space of the viewfinder as 
it is, I want to stop setting the infinitely extended world within the 
world seen through the viewfinder. In doing so, I want to free the 
viewfinder as camera mechanism from the human gaze.”10

In his attempt to confirm through the camera the 
tension between the human body and physical objects, Enokura 
has obvious similarities with the Provoke photographers, despite 
clear differences in their works. Along similar lines, Nakahira 
observed that “The world and I are not connected simply by my 
own one-sided gaze. I also exist through the gaze of objects 
and things.” He has also thought deeply about the praxis of 
“seeing” and “being seen” in terms of the political and historical 
relationship between humans and things. 

“To take a photograph is to impose organisation 
on the thoughts of things, the gaze of things. When looking at 
a photographic image, I am not seeking a symbol of how I think 
the world should or should not be. It is possible to describe 

known things and the known world. Rather, I lie in wait to receive 
symbols produced accidentally by the unknown world that 
spreads away from the known (needless to say these symbols 
occupy the opposite position to those symbols that signify the 
world apprehended by me). In this way, photographic expression 
must surely begin as a shared venture between the thoughts of 
things and my own thoughts.”11 

The expression “the gaze of things” is to be 
taken literally, and is not the idea of “personification of things, 
or human projection onto the world”, which Nakahira himself 
criticizes. The act of seeing is definitely not a stable relationship 
between eye and object. Rather, the endlessly changing 
light emerging from the world, the light that has changed in 
its passage through things, is received physically through a 
filter of perception and memory, and this light is just sufficient 
to generate meaning and maintain the self. This is the act of 
seeing. If the camera originally restored seeing to a dualistic 
relationship between static subject and object, then in order to 
reverse the perspective of the photograph as a presentation 
of the self to the world, and therefore to discover “the gaze 
of things”, we must gaze fixedly at the farthest horizon where 
human meaning peels away. Nakahira has decided that as a 
photographer one must also be prepared to deconstruct the self 
for that purpose, and he contends that looking at photographs 
teaches us to be receptive to the gaze of things. 
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10. Kōji Enokura. “Nani ga kamera 
ni utsuru ka – toriaezu sono koto ga 
mondai” (What is it that penetrates 
the camera? This is the question for 
the time being), Bijutsu Techo. 1972, 
Jun.

 

11. Naze, shokubutsu zukan ka (Why 
an Illustrated Botanical Dictionary?) 
(1973).
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