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Opening Remarks

Hironobu Shirakawa
Director, Gallery A*

Gallery A Quad (“GA?") was founded in
2005, and a photo exhibition by Yasuhiro
Ishimoto was held as the grand opening
project. This is our 117th exhibition, featur-
ing Naoki Ishikawa as our 10th photogra-
pher. In addition to photo exhibitions by
professionals, GA* has also hosted a series of
exhibitions in which 100 people from the
general public are recruited to take pictures
of Tokyo with single-use QuickSnap camer-
as. By gathering many people together, one
of the aims of this series is to depict aspects
of the city that cannot be captured by a
single person. Mr. Ishikawa was one of the
20 professionals invited to participate in the
“100+20 Tokyo” exhibition, which was held
for two years, in 2019 and 2020.

Naoki Ishikawa has traveled to the
polar regions and other remote ateas of the
world, and has also climbed the highest
peaks of each continent, including Mount
Denali in Alaska and Mount Everest. His
account of being led to ponder what “life” is
under extreme conditions in nature, in an
environment untouched by civilization, and
experiencing the feeling of “living” in the
truest sense, is deeply moving.

In 2020, as the pandemic brought
the movement of goods and people to a
standstill, Ishikawa turned his attention
from the outside world to “Tokyo: The City
Where I Was Born” (book title). This
exhibition presents works shot in Tokyo
from the beginning of 2020 to the summer
of 2021. Shibuya, one subject of these works,
is a “city” that I surveyed as a student, and
more than 40 years ago, I used the concept
of “chaos” to describe the source of its vitali-

ty and appeal. Shibuya is in the midst of
redevelopment, but the slopes that radiate
from the station and the streets that branch
off from them, with their various miscella-
neous stores and people, still retain their
unique neighborhood character.

In Naoki Ishikawa’s Shibuya, the
figures and traces of the people who appear in
this neighborhood are captured. The chaos
that is part of being human can be seen in the
way people are drawn to other people and
take comfort in their anonymity as they gaze
tirelessly at the people on the street, getting
drunk and nodding off with no sense of time.
This, too, is what “life” looks like. The
photographs featuring the movements of
rats at night suggest that redevelopment is
impacting not only the above-ground but
also the underground infrastructure, and
the agile roaming of the rats, chased from
their roosts, symbolizes the rapidly chang-
ing face of Shibuya.

The restriction of movement
imposed by the pandemic has had a catalytic
effect, triggering new forms of creative
expression. One result of this are the photo-
graphs Ishikawa took by covering the
windows of his room with blackout sheets
and making a “camera obscura” to project
inverted images of the outside scenery
through a small hole. The state of society
and Ishikawa’s response — the actions he
took and the message he has brought to this
exhibition—are a mirror of the times we
live in today.

Finally, I would like to express my
heartfelt gratitude to all those involved in
the organization of this exhibition.
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Shibuya, Two-year of
an empty town

Naoki Ishikawa

The year 2021 ends. How many times
have we heard and seen the number of
2020 during the year? I want to believe
the days when I have stayed in Japan
longest in the last 20 years of travelling
around the globe are coming to an end
with the dawn of 2022.

I have travelled around Japan
during the last two years since the
COVID-19 pandemic prevented me
from going abroad. The more regions I
traveled, the more I was exposed to the
fact that residents there have strong ties
among them and the more envious I
became of my friends who are living
deeply rooted in their own towns. They
have their unique scenery they share
with their neighbors. There are stores
which have been there since long time
ago. The natural landmarks of
mountains, rivers and sea are always at
the corner of their vision.

Shibuya lacks all of these. This is
the strong impression I have had while
taking photographs during the last two
years. The old buildings were demolished
and replaced with new glass skyscrapers.
The parks were transformed into the
commercial complex. The part of the areas
with hotels for lovers filled with lust turned
into a vacant plot. The overhead pedestrian
bridges were built in front of the station,
changing the flow of people. Shibuya is the
town of maze, and the maze walls have
been changed periodically, leading us to
an unexpected destination. It is not the

end of the story. The new spaces have been
added overhead and underground. I am
totally lost in my familiar town.

During the state of emergency, the
scramble crossing was so quiet. Strangely,
however, trucks flamboyantly decorated to
advertise hostess bars and host clubs in
Shinjuku passed by, while passers-by
looked at them expressionlessly. We always
find advertisements while walking around
Shibuya. These ads urge us to consume
more and then suddenly disappear before
we become aware of it.

The landscape of Shibuya has
changed every week with redevelopment
projects for the Olympics. Here we
encounter, pass-by and glance at unfamil-
iar people without imprinting them in our
memory. Here people and towns pass so
swiftly before creating the stories to share.
It is clear that there is no way to develop
attachment to the land.

To tell you the truth, I was born at
Hatsudai in Shibuya. I am local to
Shibuya. Even after moving from
Hatsudai, I commuted to schools by train
and I used Shibuya station most frequently
among any other stations in Tokyo. When
I was in high school, I wandered around
the town avoiding juvenile delinquents
roaming around the town in groups.
During my college days, I went Shibuya to
see the movies and to date with my
girlfriends. After graduating from college,
I did my work in a coffee shop along the
Meiji Street, avoiding crowds. When I
came back to Shibuya after a long journey
abroad, I felt “T am back to Tokyo.”
Shibuya is such a place for me.

I became rootless not because I
chose to travel myself but because the town
which does not have solid connection with
local people kept me from being rooted.

And here I met rats running and
acting as if they owned the town. It is

well known that there is an outbreak of
rats in Shibuya. They became more active
while people refrained themselves going
out in the state of emergency. They jumped
and moved lively in front of the ramen
noodle shops, in the footpath behind the
bars, at scuppers and behind the
billboards. I can safely say that the central
street of Shibuya is occupied by rats at
midnight. Though they are sensitive to
and avoid people during the day. At night
they do not have to worry about us.

They simply rash to the food scattered
here and there. I was filled with the sense
of respect, not surprise, when I saw a rat
drinking with a straw from a cup of tapio-
ca drink thrown on the roadside.

COVID-19 pandemic has made
people more aware of social distancing and
hesitant to talk each other closely with the
fear of droplet infection. But the fear is not
shared by rats. Rats gather around vomits on
the street, excited and writhing.

It happened when the government
asked citizens not to make unnecessary
outing. I persuaded myself that it was a
necessary and urgent photographing task.
I put both my hands in the pockets with
two single-use Quick-Snap flash cameras
called “Utsurundesu” in my hands,
walking around the deserted Shibuya at
midnight. Such tricks as ambush are not
effective for rats. I just ran after them
when I found them. I shot rats as if I am
jumping onto them with two guns in my
hands. I might have looked more dubious
than any other suspicious persons.

The last two years, I kept going to
Shibuya, filthy town where rats with
bloodshot eyes were running around. It
gave me time to review my way of living.
If I feel nostalgic about the town, I am
sure that I will think of the two strange
and vacant years with the resonance of the
number 2020.
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Right after the state of emergency was
declared, I renovated my room. I put
blackout sheets on all the windows to
create the true darkness and then made a
hole of about Smm in diameter on a sheet.
The light coming through it projected
the inverted outside view on the wall.

It is an experiment of the camera obscura,
the prototype of an optical camera.
Outside of the room extended an ordinary
residential street, which was turned into a
totally new world when seen from the
dark room. I started walking on the street
with the signposts I finally discovered
after groping in the darkness.
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Running about
the field of streets

Toshiharu Ito

Art historian/
Professor emeritus,
Tokyo University
of the Arts

Lost the way, bewildered and standing still
on the street.

We need some clues to go through the
boundless wasteland. The only clues we
have are footprints of animals passing the
field and branches broken as evidence of
game. It is the reason why game trails are
called “brisée” (a broken branch) in French.
Unintentional traces of conduct stamped on
the vast wildness serve landmarks.

The new pieces of work by Naoki
Ishikawa, “STREETS ARE MINE”, looks
like footprints on animal trails. The photos
were shot at Shibuya which Ishikawa has
been familiar with. The town, however,
has changed into an unfamiliar land during
COVID-19 pandemic. Time encrypting
the reality has changed its rhythm and
people now perceive the space as
something different. Through single-use
QuickSnap cameras Ishikawa captured the
people darting away at a quick pace with
face masks, the scattered debris of garbage,
distrait faces of people waiting for
someone, the flapping vinyl umbrellas,
multi-layered highways, the tilted crane
trucks at the construction sites, the drunk-
en people going nowhere and rat prolifer-
ating in numbers etc. His photographs
clearly show that signs of people, towns
and light have changed.

A place has lost its identity and the
previous meaning of the place. The sensa-
tions of distance and motion are no longer
as they were. The people walking on the
streets, the doves flying in the air, the dogs
crawling on the ground are all perplexed
and anxious, having them unconsciously
break the branches. Tiny changes in the
behavior of people and animals help us
imagine what is happening and where they
are heading for.

There was a global pandemic of
Spanish flu (HIN1 subtype of influenza)
100 years ago, which lasted nearly 3 years.

A third of the global population (1.8 billion)
were infected and it was estimated that
100 million people lost their lives. It is
said that the First World War ended due to
the pandemic. Soldiers were sacrificed one
after another and recruitment of new
soldiers became more difficult. Photography
has changed with the momentum of the
time. Bauhaus was established amid the
pandemic when the number of victims
increased dramatically and Moholy-Nagy
LészI6, its founder, stated that the photog-
raphy was finally awakened to its charac-
teristics 100 years later.

The period after the Spanish flu
pandemic, 1920s and 1930s are called the
“golden age of photography” when many
innovative and experimental expressions
were created. One of the features is the
style of gazing, seeing the objects through
intervening items by pushing them aside,
which contrasts the photography of new
objectivity. They gazed at the surface of
materials and people attentively with their
optic nerves and took photographs to
investigate the objects in detail. In this
way they showed something which we
overlooked. It is like getting into an
anechoic room and listening to the sound
produced inside of our own body. We can
hear what we have never heard. Similarly
gazing surfaces allows us to see what we
have never seen, buzzing of the wild
wriggling in the closed environment,
unbearable anxiety of existence, impulse
created through the gaze leaving the physi-
cal body, reverberation latent in the
materials and emptiness in the depth of an
observer himself etc. Gaze goes through
the process of awakening, peeling off the
magic aura spellbinding our vision.

The blue skyline beyond the terrace
where buildings are obscurely moving,
dark doors reflecting tile roofs with TV
antennas, fluctuating handrails through

texture of the curtains'*- Looking at the
works of “STAY/HOME/WORK” by
Naoki Ishikawa where he makes his own
room the camera obscura, I now think of
“Point de Vue du Saint-Loup de Varrennes”
photographed by Joseph Nicéphore Niépce.
National Taiwan Museum of Fine Arts
planned an exhibition to make visitors
experience the 200-year history of photog-
raphy like a trace of comet. This gave us an
opportunity to revisit the birth of photog-
raphy under the COVID-19 pandemic. The
view from the window of Ishikawa’s room
reminds us of the photographs of Niépce
after passage of 200 years. This is the
famous first photograph he took with his
room windows wide open. It took three
days, 8 hours each to take the photo. In his
letter to his brother Claude he wrote:

I took this equipment to my studio
facing the pigeon house and I did an
experiment with my window wide
open. I could see on a sheet of white
paper an obscured image of the whole
pigeon house seen from the window
and window frame looked dimmer
than the things beyond

Letter from Nicéphore Niépce to his brother
Claude by Quentin Bajac, Limage révélée,
supervised by Toshiharu Ito, Sogensha

Niépce named the image by the window,
vague but unforgettable, “heliography”
(the picture drawn by the sun). What we
usually see is the replicated image signifi-
cantly modified with the surroundings
deleted. We cannot see the dim frames of
windows referred by Niépce. But the
presence of the window frame itself is
critical.

John Pfahl, a famous American
photographer who died of COVID-19 in
2020 is known by “Power Place” and

“Altered Landscape”. The former recorded
the splendid landscape filled with gigantic
energy of nuclear power plants and
hydraulic power plants and the latter
represented the reality of radically changed
living environment in vivid colors,
awakening our view of nature which the
human beings altered. “Picture Windows”
is the first work of Pfahl and consists of a
series of “picturesque windows” capturing
outside scene viewed from the window. He
utilized the difference in exposure between
inside and outside of the room and the
narrow latitude of the film to black out
everything other than the outside
landscape to make symbolic representation
of townscape and nature. It is impressive
that all the photographs have skillfully
arranged window frames, curtains and
blinds to regulate the scenes inside and
outside of the room. Pfahl said that he
learned through these photos that all the
rooms are gigantic cameras with the
permanently fixed viewpoints.

It is difficult to judge what is seen
from inside when viewed from outside.
Pfahl said that when practicing in the
context of photography to see outside from
inside, he felt that “the windows” had
been patiently waiting to be discovered.
He may have felt that the inside/outside
sensation is questioned again during his
suffering from COVID-19. The photo-
graphs of the camera obscura by Naoki
Ishikawa seem to question where has
“inside and outside” gone?

I ask myself again what the experi-
ence of photography is. Naoki Ishikawa
happened to publish the collection of
photographs titled “CORONA” around 10
years ago. He followed the light beams of
the sun which turned into a gigantic eye
and confirmed that the photography is the
“painting by the sun”. He has made many
productive works of photography through

various experiences since then. His works
include “Kunisaki Peninsula”, “KATA and
SATOYAMA”, “Shiretoko Peninsula”,
“Island of comets” and “Raiho-shin, ritual
visits of deities in masks and costumes”
where he is always aware of the local identi-
ty and verticality of the place.

Hands-on experience is different
from experience. Hands-on experience is a
first-hand experience of my “self” in my
association with the world at one moment
of life. It is transient and is impossible to
repeat or replicate. On the other hand,
experience is the objective recognition of
the passing experience with intention to
absorb it into our blood and flesh. Our
experience of the photography is now
questioned amidst of the unprecedented
difficulties. We have to understand objects
and emotions, participate in activities and
conducts and obtain new perceptions while
going through different life events. We
need to “overcome” and move ahead.
Experience is acquired when we learn
something through our hands-on experi-
ence. “STREETS ARE MINE” where
unconscious gestures flicker and sparkle is
a footprint of the experience inscribed on
the invisible game trail.
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Born in Tokyo in 1977. A photographer. Ph.D. in
Fine Art, Tokyo University of the Arts. He has
been publishing his works of his creation, traveling
all corners of the globe from rural areas to megaci-
ties. He was awarded with The Domon Ken Award
in 2011 for “CORONA” (Seidosha) and with
Lifetime Achievement Award of The Photographic
Society Award in 2020 for his “EVEREST” (CCC
Media House) and “Raiho-shin, ritual visits of
deities in masks and costumes” (Shogakukan). The
photographic book titled “STREETS ARE
MINE”, the same title of this exhibition, will be
published by Daiwa Shobo.
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