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rotic? Youre

having a laugh

Some of Nobuyoshi Araki’s photographs of sex and bondage seem seriously pornographic but

this comic eccentric also appears to be poking fun at us -

issued by the German pub-
lisher Taschen), contains
hundreds of shots depict-
ing the working lives of that
city's strippers, erotic
dancers and prostitutes,
most either naked or in
minimal lingerie, some of

clients, and a lot of them
exposing their pudenda for
close-up inspection.

By the time you put the
huuk down, you feel as if
you've been studying for a
higher degree in gynaecol-
ogy. It takes some ingenu-
ity to explain to Joe or Yukio

20 huge volumes. Another
consideration is that the sex

compendious overview of
theassorted beesin hishon-
net, in more than 800 colour
and 400 black and white
plates, arranged over 720
pages. (It weighs about half
a ton, and is decidedly not
suited to what is euphe-
hm;stéicamn as one-
nded ing.)

Its scale is almost numb-
ing, but if you wanted to se-
lect a single shot that might
hint at the typical furniture
of Araki's brain, you could
do worse than choose the
one inwhich an impassive,

Public why thismonochro-

matie forest of pubic hair,
this legion of labia, should

He cuts a comic

be regarded as anything
more than smut, and, sure

[female] genitalia are syn-
anymous with his ontolog-
ical beginnings nnd an en-
trancetoa other
world, One also senses a
kind of impatience to dis-
cover the truth of photog-

raphy in this motif.” (Typi-
eal bloody man, eh? Only in-

herzstcdmonet}ung-ontc-
logical origins.) Curiously
unmaoved by this sort of
sophomoric guff, assorted
police forces have persist-
ed in raiding Araki's exhi-
bitions and confiscating
naughty works.

Even quite puritanical
souls, though, might con-
sider it only fair to ponder
afew additional facts about

television and in the popu-
lar press - before siding with
the Oneis

figure, with dark
glasses and hair
_combed into two
tufts. He looks

like a cartoon cat

half-naked geisha, trussed
up so that her bare breasts
and herlegs
are mde open, is suspend-
ed by three ropes from the
doorway into a traditional
Japanese room. To the bot-
tomright of the picturesits i
Araki himself in a black T-
shirt, pointing up towards
the woman's genital area;
for once, the can't
be seen, as they're hidden
behind a carefully placed
flower. Araki is cradling a
camera and a toy lizard; and
on the other side of the
picture from him is a small
ceramic cat.
With the exception of

the street scenes and sky-

sheer scale of his photo-
graphic opus, possibly
largest of modern times:
he's published 200 books of
his own words and images,

and about 100 more have

been written about himby and din

crities and curators; in 1996
heproduced a Complete Pho-
tographic Works that ran to

the shotalludes

scapes, this wide-angled
to pretty much
every one of Araki's trade-
mark subjects: half-naked
women, bondage, suspen-
sion, cameras, toy lizards
osaurs, traditional
Japan, cats (usually real
ones), flowers and, above
all, self-portraiture.

TASCHEN's Press Clipping

‘Whether seen carousing
with drunken pals over din-
ner or looming incongru-

in the corner of some
encounter, Araki is

one of Araki’s favourite
models. He cutsa comic

Araki: ure: almost always natti

and expensively dressed,
with perfectly round dark
glasses, a neatly trimmed
moustache and his hair
combed upwards into two
tufts, He looks, in other
words, remarkably like a
cartoon cat, and when he
dons a silly cat mask for
some shots, he doesn't ap-
pear so very different from
his usual grinning or po-
faced self. Could it be that
he is having a laugh?

It could. National styles
of humour are notoriously
resistant to export, but it
would take a solemn soul

indeed to conclude that

these “portraits of the artist
as Top Cat:im wholly in
earnest, and some people
who pick up an Am&egook
in the hope of a sexual
frisson may well find thatit

his nightclub girls seem to
enjoy their trade, too, to
judge by the amount of
smirking and giggling. If you
define pornography not in
terms of sheer fleshly ex-
posure but as an act ofreal
or metaphorical violence

This quirky sense of
humour; or at the very least
of playfulness, extends to
some of his other special-
ties. Araki obviously owns
alot of rubber lizards and

--mw

line as seen from hisapart- o

ment terrace, so that they
resemble that Japanese folk

- hero Godzilla.

When he isn't playlng
with his toys, he
with his cat, Ch]ro ahand-
some white fellow with
black blobs near the base of
his tail, Has any major pho-
tographer ever spent so
much time taking pictures
ofhis cat? (As heisno doubt
well aware, a vulgar Amer-
icanism links Araki’s feline
studies with his aeco-
logical ones; let us shun it
here.) Some snapshots are
unexpectedly touching par-
ticularly one that shows
Chiro frisking in the snow.
It is not altogether a sur-
priseto find this was taken
shortly after the death of
Araki's beloved wife, Yoko,
in 1990. Their pet became,

the photographer, a kind
of emblem for the persis-
tence of Yoko's spirit.

You can see something of
the same elegaic, sic transit
mood in Araki's pictures of
lowering skies, of the older
parts of Tokyo that have
been mutilated or

by developers ~ Araki him-
self was born in the then
unravished district of
Shitamachi, in 1940 - and
in the paradoxically gor-
geous close-ups of decay-
ing heliotropes, and of
flowers thrown into rivers
(an allusion, we are told, to
the Japanese religious

that  practice of Shoryo-Nagashi,

which eases dead souls on

having theirjmmwy].

g Top Cat
of Tokyo nightlife, is also, it
seems, much possessed by
death. Balance that side of
his temperament against
the more sensationalist
work and you will come a
lot closer to what Arakiis
trulyall about: not “ontolo-

gy", maybe, but certainly
the various and often
undignified struggles of life
against death.

Perhaps the most gen-
uinely shocking picture he
ever took shows nothing
more explicit than a
woman's face in
The woman was his wife,
Yoko; it was taken during

their honeymoon, some 35
years ago; and he clicked
the camera as she

. He published the
shot in his first major
collection, Sentimental
Journey, and returned to it
after her death, in some

tangle of loss and longing

and craving for (the
photographic pun is in-
evitable

exposure.

The propriety of his de-
cision to place his wife's
most intimate experience
in the public eye s, to put it
mildly, questionable, but it
does underline what Araki

meant when he quipped

and himself, says KevinJackson

that the truly private
partsofthe human

are
Araki: Self, Life, Death,
Barbican Art Gallery, Lon-
don EC2 (020-7638 8891)
to 22 lanuary; the accom-
panying book is published
by Phaidon Press, £45



