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Event Report

2021 RWEEKS . . .
Embodied Life in Photography: b d d f
oLt i Pt Embodied Life in
Yurie Nagashima and Anat Parnass

Y T o Photo graphy: Talk Event

F—o1RVh:

with Yurie Nagashima and
Anat Parnass

Coordinators: Letizia GUARINI
(Assistant Professor, CGS)
Shunichiro OKA

(Research Institute Assistant, CGS)

On June 15, 2021, between 18:00 and 20:30, we welcomed photographers
Yurie Nagashima and Anat Parnass to a virtual event hosted by the Center for
Gender Studies (CGS) at ICU. This talk event was included in the 9" annual
event “R-weeks,” a project in which CGS holds open lectures and workshops
on various topics, primarily in terms of gender and sexuality. Nagashima and
Parnass discussed issues around photography and gender, with a focus on
motherhood. The event included the introduction of the guests, background
of the event, Nagashima and Parnass’s lectures, and time for questions and
answers from the audience. It was conducted in Japanese and English, and
Miyuki Hinton was Nagashima’s interpreter from Japanese into English. This
event was open to the public: around 65 people participated, including some
participants who joined our webinar from Australia, Israel, and the UK.

This event report revisits Nagashima and Parnass’s lectures and has been
condensed, edited, and translated. The material presented in the event included
a great number of their artworks, which are not reproduced here. We
recommend readers to refer to Nagashima and Parnass’s websites and

publications, including but not limited to exhibition catalogs and photobooks
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mentioned in their talks.

Yurie Nagashima is a photographer and writer. In 1993, while still a
student at the Department of Visual Communication Design at Musashino
Art University, she made her debut and received the Urbanart award
hosted by the Parco Gallery in Tokyo. In 1999, she completed the master’s
program at the Department of Fine Arts, California Institute of the Arts;
in 2015, she completed the master’s program at the Graduate School of
Humanities, Musashi University. She has received the 26" Kimura Ihei
Award (2001), the 26" Kodansha Essay Award (2010), and the 36™
Higashikawa Domestic Photographer Award (2020). In 2020, she published
the photobook Self-Portraits (Dashwood Books). Her monograph “Bokura”
no “onna no ko shashin” kara watashitachi no gari foto e (From their “onna no

ko shashin” to our girly photo, Daifuku Shorin) was also published in 2020.

Hi, I am Yurie Nagashima. Thank you for coming. Today I would like to
give a presentation with a focus on my work beginning from around 2000 to
the present. Because I had my son in 2002, I would like to speak primarily
about that time in my life after becoming a mother, as well as of my experiences
as an artist being a mother. I want to focus on these themes because having a
child changed my life conditions, and those changes were also reflected in my
art.

I would like to start with some images from my early works.When I was
around twenty years old and a university student, I created a series of
photographs of me and my family. I debuted with this work of me and my
immediate family in the nude, titled Self-Portrait. Unfortunately, today I will
not go any further into this work because of time constraints but I wanted to
show some images from my debut for which I got recognized. If you have the
opportunity, I would like you to take a look at the pictures and writings

included in Self-Portraits (Dashwood Books, 2020), where I discussed my motifs
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and my interests as well as the cultural background of that time in Japan that
drove me to create those works extensively in the mode of self-portraits.

I'had my son in 2002. Some of my works are self-portraits of myself while
pregnant. Since I was very young, I made self-portraits, often in the nude,
based on my underlined interest in how women'’s bodies were perceived by
the society. In addition to thinking about how the woman’s body was
commonly seen and sexualized, I was also interested in the family, specifically
the family as a social structure within the patriarchal society. These are the
themes that I addressed in my early works.

During the 1990s, the social structure in Japan changed and the legislation
pushed women’s rights very extensively. This was a revolutionary time for
women. I was thus raised under the belief that as a woman I would have equal
opportunities as men, not only in education but also as I grew older and began
to work as a photographer. However, when I had my child in 2002, I was
reminded as a mother that those were only ideals: the reality did not live up
to the dreams I had about my society. This was paired with the fact that I
became a single mother after three years of having my son. In the photographs
from that time, you can see how the constraints that I was experiencing were
reflected in my work: for instance, I was stuck at home and I felt that I had lost
my mobility to go out and take pictures.

As a consequence, the subjects of my photographs changed, and while I
had always been interested in depicting my family, after having my child I
started taking more pictures at home purely because I was restricted to those
subjects: my son and my life about raising him. Even when I had the
opportunity to go out, I was always with my son and the only type of activity
I could engage with him involved trains. Since he was such a huge fan of trains,
whenever we went out, we would do something related to trains and therefore
my photographs were filled with them. I am sure I could easily publish a
photobook about trains (laugh).

The first few years of raising my son consisted of me stuck at home
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wondering what to do with myself and thinking about what I could possibly
do with my art and my photography. Some photographs from that time
[included in the slides used for this presentation] show how I started using
material that was available to me in the house, for instance, onions resembling
women’s breasts. In this way, I discovered that if I looked closely, there were
dramatic events and subjects around the house that I could photograph, such
as a sink filled with fumes from a piece of dry ice that came together with an
ice cream that I had bought.

While many things changed after having my son, I think the most
significant is that I had to figure out how to use my time to take pictures. I
realized that I could only take pictures when I was not with him. This made
me move from a documentary type of photography to a more staged one and
I think that it changed to a further dimension of conceptuality. I thus started
recruiting models online and instead of real portraits of a family, I took
photographs of perfect strangers posing as a family. In other words, I kept
exploring the theme of the family as a social phenomenon but with a different
approach, taking more and more pictures in places other than my home.

A new interest developed in me since having a child: learning more about
the lives of other women. In 2004, I created the work Sennin bari (One thousand
stitches), which was exhibited the following year. In the center of this artwork,
there is an example of what sennin bari means. It originated during WWII, when
Japanese women created belly belts that had one thousand stitches made by
one thousand different women and sent their husbands and sons to the front
with these garments. Based on this historical fact, I tried to recreate it on my
own shirt. A great amount of labor was involved in making these “one
thousand stitches” garments. The women would stand out on the street and
ask other women who were passing by to contribute a stitch; they would go
around to their neighbors” homes and ask them to also make a stitch for them.
I tried this myself and I asked 660 women to help me out. To answer the

question as to why it was not one thousand women, there is a little loophole
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to the math: women who had a tiger zodiac sign were allowed to make not just
one stitch but as many stitches as their age.

My exhibition of Sennin bari included a video documentary. I visited an
adult day care center situated close to my son’s daycare where I had interviews
with women who had memories of making these stitches during the war.
According to them, there was a superstition that those belts wrapped around
their sons, husbands, and fathers’ bellies would have protected them from the
bullets at the front. The stitch used for these garments is called tama dome which
literally means “bullet-stop.” Of course, this is a superstition among many
others that existed at that time, but I realized that those women, who did not
have the right to vote, had minimal means of opposing the war. The exhibition
Sennin bari included also photographs of the faces and hands of 660 women
who made the stitches taken with a Polaroid camera. At that time, I discussed
about the war with them.

I envisioned this work as a direct response to being pregnant and having
my son right around the time of 9/11 and seeing the onset of the Afghanistan
war. Somehow the fact that I had just had my son made me envision not just
my own life but also the life as my son was growing up and getting older. I
was able to have this different kind of imagination picturing my son’s life.

After becoming a mother, I had to leave my home and spend some time
away from my son in order to make my works. However, in 2007, I went to an
art residency in Switzerland that accepted us together. For the first time I was
in a situation where I was creating my works having my son with me. There,
I created works related to my grandmother who died when I was 14 years old.
In 2007, my grandfather passed away and I was gifted some of the material
belongings of my grandmother, whom I had lost twenty years before that
residency: among them, there were some photographs of flowers she had taken
in her garden. It was a great revelation for me. That was because I perceived a
great passion behind those photographs taken by my grandmother, but also

because there was a vast number of them. There was something very profound
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in this, knowing that my grandmother was not an artist but a homemaker. She
was a very active woman although she stayed at home, and something told me
that had she lived in a different time, she would have gone to work and may
have made art as I do. This made me wonder, what is the difference between
myself and my grandmother? A part of me felt very sad for her and the life she
led.

While I was in Switzerland, I started asking myself what it meant to be
recognized by the society and if that was really the only value. Was there a
different kind of value for a life such as the one my grandmother had lived? I
wanted to know how my grandmother felt, so I decided to take my own
pictures of flowers in the garden where I was staying, using the pictures she
had taken on the wall for reference. That work was later published as a
photobook titled SWISS.

In 2014, I was featured in a group show titled Kakucho suru fasshon (literally
“fashion expanded.” The English title of this exhibition is You reach out — right
now — for something: Questioning the Concept of Fashion). This was the beginning
of a sequence of installations and exhibitions I was offered to be part of. One
of the works exhibited at Kakucho suru fasshon consisted of a mirror which was
part of the dresser my grandmother left behind and an enlarged photograph
of my son which is made of two negatives exposed one on the other. The
photograph was actually a photographic mistake of the type you may get when
the film does not rewind correctly.

By this time, I had been so accustomed to encountering roadblocks,
especially since having my son. For example, I would not have the same time
as other artists who were not mothers to focus on my work. Such limitations
were so abundant and had become a normal part of my life. Having my son
was both a wonderful thing but also a very real and painful obstacle to my
work. I realized these were issues in society that I should be exploring more
in my work, and I still feel that there really is no reason why raising a child

should be this difficult. I have been wondering if it is possible to look at the
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limitations that are considered disadvantages in our society, such as not being
able to work as much as others, or having children and not having free time,
in a different way. I have been wondering if it could be possible to look at
working for someone else for free in a more positive way instead of seeing it
as an obstacle or lack of ability.

Another interesting aspect of this exhibition is the relation between my
works and the frame. When you frame a photograph and it is underneath a
plexiglass, that plexiglass to me resembles a mirror. In the work I exhibited at
Kakucho suru fasshon, I was playing with this idea by using a real mirror and a
real reflective surface in which I am showing my photograph. It is ironic
because I knew that if I were considered a very important photographer, I
would have received a budget that would allow for non-reflective plexiglass
surfaces. In reality, whenever I would be presented in a show, it was very rare
that I would even have a budget for the framing. At Kakuché suru fasshon, 1
didn’t receive a budget for the frames either, but the museum decided to let
me borrow a pre-existing set of frames that were recycled from a previous
exhibition of Joseph Beuys. These were custom-made frames made to fit his
posters. Of course, he is a master (laugh).

Other works exhibited at Kakucho suru fasshon included overexposed
negatives which would appear blown out and the photograph of a rose in place
of the mirror on my grandmother’s dresser. The latter is both a work I made
in memory of my grandmother and a homage to Joseph Beuys who often used
the rose in his imageries. I also exhibited a commemorative photograph of the
school entrance ceremony taken with my son, lying on its side: this is a nod to
Nobuyoshi Araki, who, in his very first famous photobook Sentimental Journey,
used his wedding picture laying on its side.

Gradually, as my son grew up, I was once again free to take more
photographs in my daily life. In 2016, I had my solo exhibition Katei ni tsuite/
about home. The photographs I exhibited there were intentionally chosen to

show a version of home that is not what people may imagine, such as a warm
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and welcoming place. “Home” is not always secure: things like fire can happen;
knives are laying around; I wanted to read a book, but I had to cook, so I took
a picture of myself holding a book with a leek . . . All the pictures were in the
background of a tent made by my mother and me.

When my mother helped me work on this piece, she had just turned 70.
At that time, for some reasons she often talked about how, had she not had me,
she would have gone to Paris to become a seamstress there. As a woman, I
could easily imagine the kind of regrets she might have had about her life and
her aspirations. My mother and I had a complicated past and we were not
always close as we are today. I made this tent with the intention of getting to
know her better and reconciling with her, at a time when she was old enough
to dare to talk about the past but still full of energy. I thought that I would make
my mother’s dream true by hiring her as an artisan, a seamstress, and paying
her for her help to create this tent.

In 2017, I had another exhibition: Nuu koto, kiru koto, kataru koto (To sew, to
wear, to talk). My boyfriend’s mother, who was almost the same age as my
mother, created a tarp for this show. It was made during an art residency in
Kobe. While I was there, I was asked to create an exhibition and I thought that,
because my boyfriend’s mother happened to live in that city, I would talk to
her about how we could possibly collaborate. What came from our conversation
was the idea of this tarp because I was surprised to learn for the first time that
my boyfriend’s mother had the same dream as my own mother: to move to
Paris and to become a seamstress. This idea was probably in fashion at the time
they were a certain age. For this work, I asked women from Kobe to donate a
piece of clothing that was meaningful to them but that they could no longer
use in order to make the tarp. What I offered in exchange for their donation
was to take photographs of them wearing those pieces of clothes for the last
time.

In 2018, the exhibition Sakka de, haha de tsukuru sodateru (To create, to bring

up ... As amother, as an artist) was held at Chihiro Art Museum. This was the
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first time I showed photographs of my son. There was a reason why I had not
done this before: I had been reluctant to present photographs that revealed my
son’s identity. As a mother, I made the decision to not show any photographs
of my son until he was a certain age and could give his consent.

In 2019, I had the exhibition Shiranai kotoba no hana no namae Kioku ni nai
fitkei Watashi no yubi ni wa yomenai hon) (The flower named in an unknown
word The landscape not in my memory The book that can not be read by my
fingers) at the Yokohama Civic Art Gallery Azamino in which I collaborated
with fully blind women. In the photographs I exhibited there, the images
captured my family members reading the book I published in 2010 in its braille
edition. Kozue Handa, an ICU alumna, was my collaborator for this exhibition:
together we envisioned a show with photographs that were accessible and that
could be experienced by those women who happened to be blind.

I would like to conclude my talk by showing some photographs from the
exhibition Mae to ima (Then and now) that I had in 2019 at the Museum of
Modern Art, Gunma, in my grandmother’s hometown. This exhibition was a
two-person show with Kyo Takemura, an artist living in Takasaki City. The
theme of the exhibition was related to my grandmother who was born in
Takasaki.

At the time I was working on this exhibition, I was inspired by a visit I had
to the historical museum which is next door to the Museum of Modern Art,
Gunma. The display at the historical museum, where clay pots made by
anonymous craftsmen were displayed, spoke to me powerfully. Jomon pottery
is so old that it is impossible to identify its creator, but I later learned that they
were made by women. The curator told me that there were two main
requirements for the clay pots to be displayed there: the work had to be in good
condition, and it had to show the style of the period in which it was created. I
found the criteria to be very simple, yet interesting. I felt that the value system
that was reflected in the historical museum was lacking in the modern art

museum next door. I was very disappointed that the modern art museum’s



Event Report : Embodied Life in Photography |

value system was so male-centric, despite the fact that there were such great
values right across the wall, so I thought of bringing the historical museum’s
value system into the modern art museum. Instead of taking pictures of my
grandmother’s belongings, “owning” them and using them to show myself off
as an artist, I decided to put them into the display cases and show them as they
were. I am probably resisting the notion that if an artist creates something then
that becomes a work of art that is valued because it has been made by an artist.
I found that there is a degree of arrogance involved in that kind of assessment.
That was the inspiration behind my show.

In this exhibition, I experimented with a new technique called
“photogram,” which uses a photographic light-sensitive paper, while
employing the dried flowers that my grandmother left behind. Photographs I
had taken in Gunma Prefecture, photographs from earlier exhibitions, such as
SWISS and other old works closely related to my grandmother were exhibited
together with her belongings.

I would like to end my presentation with a photograph from my
grandfather’s one-year memorial.

Thank you!

Anat Parnass is a photographer. After graduating from Tel Aviv University
with a B.A. in Japanese Studies, Parnass continued her studies at an Art
school, Camera Obscura, studying photography for two years, while
working at the Israeli newspaper Haaretz. In April 2006, after receiving the
MEXT scholarship from the Japanese Ministry of Education, she arrived
in Japan. In 2013, she completed her Ph.D. at Graduate School of Arts,
Nihon University College of Art with a thesis on contemporary women'’s
photography in Japan. Major photo exhibitions include Holga De Shinjuku
(2010, Stork Gallery), Far Away From (Here) (2011, FOIL Gallery), Stillness
of Night (2013, Nikon Gallery). She has recently published an article about
Yurie Nagashima’s photography on Haaretz for its Friday supplement
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‘Gallery.

First of all, I want to thank CGS for providing us with this platform. I am
very, very excited and honored to be on the same panel with Nagashima-san,
a photographer that I admire and who was also the subject of my doctoral
thesis. The encounter with her works changed my perception of Japanese
photography as well as the direction of my research.

I am originally from Israel. I came to Japan for the first time in 1995, and
since then Japan became a central part of my life. In 2006, I moved to Japan
upon receiving a MEXT scholarship and I enrolled in Japan University College
of Art.

Today I would like to start with my ongoing work, Japan Diaries; Atmosphere
of Detachment, and I will later move on to the main theme of this talk event.
Japan Diaries for me is actually a diary. I started this project in 2006, when I
moved to Japan, by taking photos on a daily basis mostly with my phone. It is
very difficult for me to express myself in writing, so for me, photography is a
way to express how I experience the world, my feelings, and my thoughts. I
am still working on this project and, in a sense, these photographs show how
becoming pregnant and having a child changed completely the way I
experience the world as well as the way I take photos.

Even though I have lived in Japan for many years, I still cannot fully
understand its culture and while I am still very fascinated, there are times
when I feel very frustrated too. The vagueness of Japanese culture, perfectly
expressed by the word aimai, makes me feel that the longer I stay in Japan, the
less I understand this country, its culture, and sometimes its people too. My
photography, both when I use my professional camera or my smartphone,
helps me overcome those moments of frustration when I cannot or maybe I do
not want to fully understand.

Generally speaking, Japan is a very photogenic country. During my first

years in Tokyo, I felt like I was living in a huge labyrinth where at every turn



Event Report : Embodied Life in Photography |

I took, I could find a whole new world. I have also been fascinated with sumo
wrestlers, food, trains, etc. I think that for photographers, Japan is like heaven
on Earth. I started taking photos with my small cellphone. This was before
taking photos with smartphones became a common thing, and in a sense, I was
lucky because nobody paid attention to what I was doing, so I could just really
catch people and situations in the real moment.

One of the photos included in Japan Diaries shows a child sleeping and I
distinctly remember when I took this photograph: at that time, I was forty and
I'had thought I did not want to have children for different reasons. But when
I took that photograph, I thought, “Do I feel really complete? Am I really sure
that I don’t want to become a mother?” This happened a few months before I
got pregnant.

The reason why I decided to have a child is that I met a person who made
me feel like I wanted to become a mother. I love my daughter and I am happy
to be her mother. Nevertheless, even now when I hear other women saying
that they do not want to have children, I can still understand them. Sometimes
I find myself in discussions with other mothers who believe that every woman
should become one and that if you do not have children, you are not fulfilling
your destiny as a woman. I disagree: becoming a parent is a huge responsibility
that not everyone can fulfill.

Until I became a mother, I used to go to shoot fireworks every summer
and I created a series of photographs called Hanabi (Fireworks). I was very
fascinated not by the fireworks themselves, but by the people who go to watch
the show, the gatherings, and the atmosphere that you have there.

As a photographer, I am extremely fascinated by the light and I used to
take a lot of my photographs at night, with the natural light without using any
flash or tripod. I find that there is a lot of light in the dark. At that time, I used
to check the sky and leave my house to take photos around Tokyo and in its
surroundings. Many of those photos have been included in the series Yakei

(Night Landscape).
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I took those photographs until 2015. Of course, I could not do it anymore
once I became a mother: as a single parent living far away from my family, it
was impossible to leave the house in the middle of the night or go around the
city with my equipment and the baby. At that time, I almost completely
stopped taking that kind of photographs, which was very frustrating. I used
to take photos in a very specific kind of atmosphere that I was inspired by, but
suddenly I felt like that inspiration was taken away from me. Once my child
was back from daycare, I could not leave my home which started to be like a
prison. Especially during the first two years after my child was born, it was
extremely hard for me, and I felt like my freedom had been taken away. At
times it felt almost claustrophobic.

Moving on to the main topic of my lecture, when we discussed the theme
of today’s talk, I thought that I wanted to share the difficult aspects of pregnancy
and motherhood that not many women have the courage to talk about.

I cannot explain in words how happy I was the day I found out that I was
pregnant. Yet, at the same time, I was already terrified at the idea of giving
birth. During the time that I was pregnant, I did not get the help that I needed.
So many times I tried to share my fears, but doctors kept telling me, “This is
nature, everyone suffers. You have to embrace it!” However, for me it was
something absurd. During my pregnancy, I was in panic, thinking,”How am I
going to take this child out of my body?” Around the third month of my
pregnancy, I started experiencing tinnitus, probably as a consequence of
pregnancy-related stress.

My body started to change, and I felt like I was losing control of it as if it
did not belong to me anymore. It was not a pleasant feeling for me but when
I tried to explain it to those friends of mine who had already given birth, they
could not understand me and kept saying that they felt sexy during their
pregnancies, that it was an amazing experience. Well, not for me. It was not
amazing at all.

Unfortunately, there were not many people I could share those thoughts
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with. I think that in our society there is no space for those women who have
negative feelings about how their bodies change during pregnancy, who do
not feel sexy and happy. I thought I could get used to those changes, but I did
not: the bigger I became, the more stress I felt.

As I was struggling with my body, I also realized that in many ways Japan
is backward when it comes to pregnancy and childbirth. From the very
beginning of my pregnancy, I knew that I wanted to get an epidural, a practice
that is still not quite common in Japan. This is due to the belief that women
should endure the pain in order to become loving mothers. It was really
disturbing that someone else could take such a decision regarding my body
and I struggled a lot trying to explain to the doctors that I did not want to feel
the pain, that I was terrified by the idea of pain.

Taking photographs of my body while it was transforming was thus a way
to understand those changes and make sense of what was happening to me
and around me. The first trimester of pregnancy was extremely hard: I could
barely move because of the strong morning sickness I was experiencing, and
I was all by myself. Around that time, I lost my father, but I could not go to
Israel to attend his funeral because of my physical condition. During this
period, I started taking photographs of the material objects that were part of
my life as a pregnant woman, as well as shoots of new spaces where I was
spending most of my time: the hospital and my home.

When I started to feel better, I went to Israel and spent two months there.
After the morning sickness was gone, I told myself to keep on traveling and
taking photos of my pregnancy in different places, as a way to ease the anxiety
I was struggling with. As the due date was getting closer, I was in a chaotic
state of mind. Taking photographs helped me a lot at that time too, so I kept
traveling around Japan with my belly getting bigger like it had a life of its own.

While I started thinking about what raising my daughter in Japan would
mean in terms of the linguistic and cultural barriers I might face, my body kept

changing and the creature inside of me started moving. I did not know how
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to feel about those sensations, and I was frightened at the idea of childbirth.

Finally, the day I gave birth to my daughter Asa arrived. It was a
nightmare, even though I was expected to be happy. It took almost two days
for me to give birth, during which I kept taking photographs of my painful
delivery, of my fears and distress. My mother was there with me. As we arrived
in the delivery room, I set a tripod with the camera and started to take photos
of the almost 48 hours I spent in that room.

I kept taking photographs after I came back home with my daughter. That
was not our house yet, it was my house. It took me time to build a connection
with my daughter. It always takes time and sometimes it does not happen.

I took those photos because I know that there are other women that feel
the same way about their pregnancy, and while hospitals provide regular
checkups over nine months, women rarely receive the mental health support
they need during pregnancy and after giving birth. Becoming a mother is a
process, and I think it took me two years to understand how to become one.
You feel so lost sometimes, under the pressure of social expectations. Thus,
having a platform where I can show those photos and we can discuss such
issues is extremely significant to me.

Now that I am a mother, taking photos as I used to do in the past has
become more difficult, especially when it comes to shooting at night
spontaneously. When Asa was still a baby, carrying heavy equipment and a
camera was a difficult task. Soon after she was born, I realized I had to get a
lighter (professional) camera in order to be able to carry it with me when
leaving home with a little baby and her “equipment.” In a way, my
photography changed completely after I gave birth to Asa and I had to rethink
myself as a photographer. Luckily smartphones with their high-quality cameras
are a huge help. The subjects of my photography changed too. I would like to
conclude my lecture by showing a new series of photos that I have been taking
for four years which features my daughter in the elevator.

Thank you!



