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“… the fact of being is what is most private; existence

is the sole thing I cannot communicate; I can tell

about it, but I cannot share my existence. Solitude

thus appears as the isolation which marks the very

event of being” 1

Emmanuel Levinas

The focus of Shizuka Yokomizo’s photography

and video-work is the relationship of self and

other; the ineffable gap between ‘me’ and ‘you’.

Most often the object of the artist’s scrutiny is 

a single isolated human being, but her own

presence is always also implicated in this process

of re-presentation, as, subsequently, is the

viewer’s. The terms of the encounter between 

the artist and her participant are meticulously

constructed, with Yokomizo often deliberately

relinquishing control to her subject or to

chance, and it is the nature of this relationship

that defines the resulting image. Indeed, the

photographic process itself could be seen as

secondary to the actual real-time, physical

encounter. Thus, in contrast to the merciless

‘stare’ of documentary photography, Yokomizo’s

images reproduce a strong sense of reciprocity,

and an awareness of one’s own presence in

relation to another.

In the Stranger series (1998-2000), each

photograph shows someone looking out through

a window. The artist has never met any of these

people. She selected their addresses and then

wrote an anonymous letter asking if the

recipient would stand at a particular window,

alone, with the room lights on, at a specific time

of night so that she could photograph them from

the street. Yokomizo simply promised to be there

waiting. If they did not wish to participate they

could close the curtains, whilst if they chose to

open the door to meet her the photograph would

not be used. However, if the terms of the mutual

contract were fulfilled, the artist would send the

participant a print of the photograph along with

her own name and contact details, and the

subject had the choice of whether to allow the

image to be exhibited. The actual ‘face-to-face’

encounter would last for ten minutes only. 

“I was always extremely nervous before

going to meet a stranger” 2, Yokomizo has said,

and this sense of vulnerability was such an

important part of the set of circumstances that

when she found herself becoming more accus-

tomed to the procedure she decided to end the

project. “I wanted to come closer to a stranger,

as close as possible, but as a stranger” 3. As a

result of the terms of the encounter, both parties

are made to feel incredibly aware of their own

presence in the world, in relation to another

person. “The issue of agreement and the full

presence of the subject meant that this

relationship of distance, although marked out

by a window in between, was mainly determined

by the autonomy of the figure standing in front

of me. What I mean is there is some sort of

strong confronting presence from these people

‘ M E ’ A N D ‘ Y O U ’

Installation at Cohan and Leslie, New York, 2001



in the photographs, that is from both a state of

close engagement and a total separation.” 4

Of course the relationship of ‘me’ and ‘you’ 

is not one of equals. Despite the mediations and

abstractions of language, the embodied subject

will always remain irreducibly ‘me’. In his essay

The Three Body Problem the poet Paul Valéry

differentiates the idea of ‘My Body’ from other

usages of the word. Unlike the ‘visible body’,

“the one which others see” and an approx-

imation of which confronts us in the mirror or

in photographs, or the ‘mechanical body’, which

scientists dissect and dismember, “My Body ”,

Valéry says, that “privileged object of which, at

each instant, we find ourselves in possession”, is

“the most important object in the world, standing

in opposition to the world, on which, however, 

it knows itself to be closely dependent” 5. We

speak of it to others as of a thing that belongs to

us, “but we give it no name in ourselves , that is

to say, in it ”. It is, afterall, the very substance of

our presence in the world (indeed, Valéry says,

“the word ‘past’ has no meaning for My Body

which is the present itself, wholly made up of

events and impending events” 6 ).

What is remarkable about Yokomizo’s

conceptual approach is her attempt to bring the

absolute autonomy of the ‘embodied subject’

into the image, without consuming it within, or

subjugating it to, the artist’s overbearing vision.

Thus the Stranger images not only re-present

the lived experience of a face-to-face encounter

but seem to re-produce this immediate relation-

ship for the viewer in the presence of the artwork.

One has the sense of peering intrusively into the

private space of another human being and

meeting the uneasy gaze of a stranger, as if they

were somehow physically present. Impossibly, a

range of emotions seem to pass across the

stranger’s features, quite spontaneously, revealing

the extent to which we project felt experience

onto the objects of our human relations; losing

one’s boundaries in the "transitional space" 7,

referred to by Donald Winnicott, that exists

between ‘me’ and ‘you’.

The shifting sense of self that emerges in the

space between ‘me‘ and ‘you’ is no more apparent

than in Yokomizo’s early video-work, A Boy With

His Father (1994), in which the camera isolates a

young boy, standing in front of his father. The

garden roses and paternal attitude seem to

indicate an English middle class context, but

above all this beautiful boy appears strikingly

‘pure and innocent’. The constant shifting of his

awareness, between the parent and the camera,

produces a painful sense of the borderline

between private and public worlds, with the

intimate realm of the family invaded by the

penetrating gaze of the outsider. However more

revealing than the anxiety caused by this intrusion

are the moments where the boy seems to lose his

awkwardness and relax into a state of un-self-

conscious openness. Fleetingly one has the

feeling that the father’s re-assuring hands have

allowed the boy to forget his own physical

boundaries, his ‘object’-ness in the world, and to

simply gaze back, literally ‘absent-mindedly’. As

a viewer, relieved of the burden of looking, one too

finds oneself slipping momentarily into a state of

‘boundlessness’; a temporary ‘absence of mind’.

A seeming ‘absence of mind’ also figures in

the Untitled (Hitorigoto) series (2002).

Hitorigoto is an untranslatable Japanese word

that describes the experience of inner thought

and dialogue. In this conceptual framework,

Yokomizo continues to explore the tension

between photographer and participant, or self

and other, developed in the Stranger series.

However the artist has now placed herself,

metaphorically, on the inside of the window and,

by collaborating with her friends, she replaces

the theatre of physical and emotional distance

with a world of intimacy and interiority. Rather

than looking outward to acknowledge the

camera the subjects look inward, apparently

absorbed in self-reflection, as if momentarily

unaware of the artist’s presence. Their

surroundings are everyday and they seem to

have been involved in the most mundane of

tasks at the point at which they became lost in

thought. However, on reflection, these scenes

are clearly not spontaneous. Most of the photo-

graphs are made with a single light source,

unique to the setting; an open fridge, a lamp, 

a window; which artificially isolates the figure,

carefully framed within the composition of the

image. In fact, it becomes apparent that each

situation is entirely constructed by Yokomizo

and her participant, manufactured from a

combination of the artist’s imaginative visual-

isation of her friend and the subject’s own

picture of themselves going about their

everyday life. 

The effect of this confusion of the theatrical

and the real is unsettling, as if the viewer’s

desire to empathize with the subject and to deny

the artifice of the photographic process has

become the main issue. Rather than day-

dreaming, it now appears that the person

depicted seems to be deliberately averting their

gaze just enough to allow one to view them as an

object. They have become ‘visible bodies’, as

Valéry described, onto which we can project our

own narratives, and yet one is aware of their

compliance in the construction of this role of

voyeur. One’s gaze is ‘bounced back’, denied the

fantasy of engagement. It is as if Yokomizo has

shifted her allegiance and the position of the

viewer has become the real site of inquiry.

A similar strategy of alienation is employed

in the two-screen video projection, Forever (and

again) (2003), but to very different effect. The

work shows four elderly women playing the

same Chopin piano waltz, one after the other,

juxtaposed with scenes of their homes and

gardens. There is a sense of formality about

these lonely pianists, located somewhere in

‘Middle England’. The endless repetition of the



waltz seems to gradually wear away the

particularity of their performance, and they

begin to appear as isolated participants in a

larger social institution, going through the

motions of the musical cycle. The images are

time-based too, of course, and the enormous

effort of re-animating the waltz contrasts

sharply with the static real-time image of each

of the players’ domestic worlds. Gravity is

weighing heavily on these ageing bodies and the

sheer will to comply with the musical score is

painfully moving, while the accumulated

sediment of their personal histories seem to

have brought time to a near standstill. 

Yokomizo has said of Forever (and again) ,

“the music is a concrete marking of time, it

gives tangible form to that which is constantly

moving through us, just as old age is an

accumulation of traces of time on our body.

These elderly female pianists provide meaning

and beauty to what they are constantly losing,

and provoke thoughts and questions about

eternity. I also see these lonely performances

juxtaposed with static images of the players

environments as a way to give a sense of

solitude, which I see as a fundamental condition

of our being”. 8

The theme of solitude and the dialogue

between private and public realms are re-visited

in Yokomizo's most recent photographs, using

‘lonely hearts’ columns from the local newspaper

of each of her exhibiting venues. At first sight

the image Find a Date (2003), for example,

appears to be a straightforward facsimile of a

page from the Exeter Express & Echo, or even 

just the newspaper itself. On closer inspection,

however, it becomes apparent that the image has

been manipulated. As is the convention with

lonely hearts, all the information necessary to

convey a potential partner has been pared down

to the very minimum, but here the means to

enact an actual ‘encounter’ has also been removed.

Without the contact details, one is left with only

the most basic, anonymous shorthand for human

interaction, albeit nuanced by design and slight

variations in the language of dating. The formal

mechanism for liaison is thus rendered abstract

and entirely ‘academic’ (i.e. all ‘mind’ and no

‘body’), much like a musical score without the

presence of a human being to bring it back to

life, or engage with.

Before turning to contemporary art practice,

Yokomizo studied philosophy, and this engage-

ment with ideas is recognizable as a strong

undercurrent in her work. Since moving to the

West a particular interest has been the work of

Emmanuel Levinas. She says, “A certain aspect

of the problems of ‘being’ was highlighted by my

existential experience as a stranger in the West

and Levinas’ concept of the relationship to the

‘Other’ helped me to establish a perspective,

especially when I was acutely experiencing

cultural and language differences.” 9

One of the main concerns of Levinas' writing

is that Western philosophy has become pre-

occupied with Being, as a totality, at the expense

of the Other. He argues that ontology “enacts a

relationship with Being which reduces the Other

to the Same” 10, casting it as a kind of shadow of

the self, rather than genuinely distinct. Instead,

Levinas takes the view that the relationship of

self and Other cannot be “totalized”, or “merged

into infinity”, because they are absolutely

separated. “The Other is everything other than

the self ”, he says, “infinite Being which over-

flows the idea of infinity.” 11

For Levinas, the idea of infinity is ‘moral’ in

that it is an idea of what the finite being lacks in

relation to the Other. He describes the structure

of the relation of self to the Other as intrinsically

ethical. “Ethics is a calling into question of the

Same by the presence of the Other” 12. He argues

that ethics is situated in an encounter with the

Other which cannot be reduced to a symmetrical

relationship, and that the subject is morally

responsible for the Other “without waiting for

reciprocity”. Thus, for Levinas, the ‘face-to-face’

relation of the self to the Other is the ultimate

ethical relationship, that calls the freedom of the

self to responsibility.

Tom Trevor
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Dear Stranger,

I am an artist currently working on a photographic project which involves people I do not know. I

would be delighted if you could get involved in this project. The project may be exhibited in some

exhibitions next year.

I would like to take a photograph of you standing in your front room from the street in the evening. 

A camera will be set outside the window on the street. If you do not mind being photographed, please

stand in the room and look into the camera through the window for 10 minutes on __/__/__:__ pm .

I will have come before __/__/__:__ pm and set up my camera. I will take your picture for 10 minutes

and then leave.

* Instructions *

It has to be only you, one person in the room alone. Please turn all the lights on and stand at least

1~1.5m away from the window. If you are too close to the window, you will become just a shadow in

the picture.

I would like you to wear something you always wear at home. Please do keep reasonably still and

calmly look into the camera. 10 minutes is a very long time to keep still. Please try it as much as

possible but you can relax from time to time. If you do not want to get involved, please simply draw

the curtains to show your refusal.

I will NOT knock on your door to meet you. We will remain strangers to each other. However, I will

send you a small print later on with my name, address and telephone number. If you do not want

your photograph to be exhibited, you can then let me know.

I really hope to see you from the window.

Faithfully,

Artist

Stranger (2), 1999

C-type print, 108 x 127cm



The beguiling force at the heart of three novellas

by Japanese writer Banana Yoshimoto is sleep:

surreal, invasive, silent, solitary sleep. One of the

three female protagonists, mourning a lost lover,

finds herself sleepwalking at night. Another, who

has embarked on a relationship with a man whose

wife is in a coma, finds herself unable to stay

awake. A third finds her sleep haunted by a

woman against whom she was once pitted in a

love triangle. Through Yoshimoto’s sparse, but

atmospheric language sleep emerges as an

intoxicating state, which reveals intimate

thoughts and clouds-in around the narrative. 

It acts as a device through which the interior

monologues of Yoshimoto’s characters dominate

and of course it acts as a metaphor for their

desperate retreat from the everyday.

“When did I start sleeping so much

whenever I was alone? Sleep would rush over

me like an incoming tide. There was nothing I

could do to resist it. And this sleep was

infinitely deep, so deep that neither the ringing

of the phone nor the rumble of the cars driving

by outside found their way to my ears. I didn't

feel any sort of pain; I wasn't even particularly

lonely. Nothing existed but the free-falling

world of sleep.” 1

The similarities between Shizuka Yokomizo

and Banana Yoshimoto lie beyond merely the

propensity for sleeping subjects in their work, or

their shared cultural backgrounds. The two

women share a common language characterised

by melancholy and stillness. This language – 

be it visual or literary – is caught between

intimacy and detachment. One might even say

they possess the melancholic tendencies of

Finnish artists such as Eija-Liisa Ahtila and 

Salla Tykkä, whose works in moving image are

characterised by the surreal encounters of their

solitary subjects, infused by the desolation of

the Nordic landscape.

The comparison of Yokomizo’s photo-

graphs and video works with Yoshimoto’s

writing is useful because it opens up a possible

point of entry for us – that is the distance

between intimacy (the familiar, the domestic,

the self ) and detachment (the strange, the

outside, the other). It is of course the space 

in-between that Yokomizo’s work occupies.

Sleep is used by both writer and artist as 

a mechanism for examining the human

condition. The sleeping, prostrate figures of

Yokomizo’s photographs of friends (taken

between 1995-1997) are physically hidden under

bedclothes and virtually beneath the dark

surface of the photograph. Using what little

ambient light existed, Yokomizo communicated

the remoteness and darkness of the state of

sleep, the opacity of dreaming. The works’

opacity resembles the density of Warhol’s

notorious film Sleep (1963). Like Warhol’s

portrait of his friend John Giorno, these studies

are to some extent contemporary mediations on

the art historical motif of the sleeping figure –
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It was through Warhol’s repetitive editorial

process (like Cage’s strategic unpicking and

remaking of Satie’s Vexations) that a sense of

John Giorno was removed and remade in time.

But Warhol’s Sleep (unlike Vexations) was not 

a time-based performance. He employed a 

time-based medium – film – to construct a

simulation of real-time sleeping.

Likewise, Yokomizo’s dual-screen projection

Forever (and again) (2003) demonstrates an

unnerving ability to manipulate time as a facet

of portraiture or representation. Whilst

similarly drawn-out, this work appears languid

and melancholic in marked contrast to the

expectant and unnerving A Boy With His Father.

Like Cage’s consecutive pianists in Vexations,

the four elderly female pianists of Forever (and

again) play a Chopin waltz one after the other, as

almost static images of their interior worlds play

out on the adjacent screen. The unremarkable

gardens and living rooms piled high with

manuscripts and books; act as prosthetics of

course for the women’s personal stories, the

music – a substitution for their speech –

faltering, circuitous. The Chopin Waltz – a

sensuous of dance between two people – here

becomes a solitary elegy marking out the time

for us as viewers, and the women at leisure.

What distinguishes Yokomizo’s practice

from her contemporary peers – particularly

those exploring the photographic medium 3

– is the absence of an overriding documentary

tendency. Whilst the accoutrements of the

portrait are here (particularly the domestic mise

en scène), these works do not enact a direct form

of witness as souvenirs or documents. I suspect

Yokomizo is not particularly interested in directly

representing the social conditions of her subjects,

though these emerge of course through the

serial nature of the work. By contrast she may be

intrigued by what Susan Stewart refers to as “the

elusive authentic encounter”, rather than setting

out to achieve rapport with her subject of

observation in an anthropological sense.

Stewart has suggested, “As experience is

increasingly mediated and abstracted, the lived

relation of the body to the phenomenological

world is replaced by a nostalgic myth of contact

and presence. Authentic experience becomes

both elusive and allusive as it is placed beyond

the horizon of present lived experience, the

beyond in which the antique, the pastoral, the

exotic, and the other fictive domains are

articulated.” 4

The photographic series Stranger (begun in

1998) seems best to embody this condition. It

commenced with a simple anonymous letter from

the artist to a series of individuals. She asked

them to stand at a window in their home, alone,

with the lights on for a duration of about 10

minutes during which she would take a

photograph from the street. She did not intend to

meet her subjects, nor reveal her identity, but

simply promised to send the participant a copy of

the odalisque caught napping – but they are also

surely memento mori – works infused with the

promise of death.

Often described as a six-hour, real-time

silent film, shot from a single camera position,

Warhol’s Sleep was actually shot over many

months, from various static camera angles

constructed of repeated shots, presented in a

surprisingly systematic manner as a six-hour

work. The scarcity of detail, of narrative, of

gesture or significant movement in Sleep

matched by the excruciating duration of the

work, means that even the most faithful viewer

would be compelled to question the nature of

their engagement with this document as a work

of art. Yokomizo shares this ability to move her

work beyond portraiture, questioning the

temporal and social nature of the encounter. 

She compels the viewer through series of near

identical photographic shots, or prolonged

moments, and in the case of the Stranger series

amplifies her subject’s awkwardness and in turn,

our awkwardness as viewers, as the distance

between the two oscillates between intimacy 

and detachment.

Yokomizo’s video A Boy With His Father

(1994) is a case in point. An excruciating 6

minutes, 28 seconds seems to swell to infinity,

like the moment before a posed photograph is

taken, the moment of smiles held too long, of

blinking and fidgeting. It is a film of a young boy

(perhaps about 10 or 11), a boy still displaying the

gaucheness of pre-pubescence, who is being

cajoled gently by a father-figure to stand in front

of the camera and to keep still. It is silent, but

the boy’s uneasy smile, fidgeting and wavering

gaze for reassurance indicates the impossibility

of the still pose for young boy. It is possible that

the work (like Warhol’s Sleep) might be

constructed from a series of looped edits, but

whether recorded in real-time or not, it is the

man’s restrictive gestures, his hands keeping the

boy firmly in shot, his overbearing size in

comparison to the boy’s smaller frame, that lend

the work an underlying foreboding.

Throughout her practice, Yokomizo plays

with time as material. Her instructions to her

potential subjects in the photographic series

Stranger (1998-2000) carried the warning: “10

minutes is a very long time to keep still. Please

try it as much as possible but you can relax from

time to time”. And her subsequent photographic

series Untitled (Hitorigoto) (2003) depict figures

self-consciously frozen in mid-thought or

gesture. Often taken against the backdrop of

night, or within a sparsely-lit interior space,

these works possess a quality of the insomniac’s

experience of time – extended and disorientating.

Warhol’s own process of filming Sleep was

influenced by a concert organised by John Cage

which featured Eric Satie’s piano piece

Vexations, a work which lasted for 18 hours and

40 minutes, in which a single 80-second piece

was repeated 840 times by different pianists. 2


