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On January 29th, 2021, the Center for Gender Studies (CGS) welcomed
photographer Laura Liverani to an online open lecture, with a focus on gender,
age, and race. This event, which was originally scheduled as a face-to-face
lecture to be held at International Christian University in April 2020, was
postponed due to the COVID-19 crisis and eventually became an online
gathering that brought together more than 120 people from different places
and different time zones.

Laura Liverani is a documentary photographer and lecturer based between
Japan and Italy. She holds an M.A. in Arts and Media at the University of
Bologna and in Photographic Studies at the University of Westminster, London,
and teaches photography at ISIA in Faenza, Italy. Her works have been
published in The Guardian, The Washington Post, and Marie Claire, among others,
and she has curated all the photographic contents of the Italian magazine The
Passenger Giappone (Iperborea, 2018; the English edition was published by
Europa editions in 2020). She participated in several group exhibitions and
festivals, including the Singapore International Photography Festival in 2014
and the Festival of Ethical Photography Lodi, Italy in 2016. In 2015, she was
awarded the Premio Voglino Award for Best Portfolio for her project Ainu Neno

An Ainu.
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Laura Liverani has portrayed elderly cheerleaders, senior models, women
sumo wrestlers, and Hokkaido’s indigenous Ainu population. Her photography
focuses on lesser-known communities of today’s Japan and highlights the
stories of individuals: community leaders, artists, and above all ordinary
people. At the same time, her works challenge stereotypical representations of
Japan, as they engage with the intersections of gender, race, ethnicity, and age.

At the beginning of her talk, Liverani explained how she tends to
photograph individuals who get together, form bonds, and share a sense of
belonging. She emphasized that she is interested in exploring what brought
together these people and highlighting their personal and social identity
through her photography.

Most of Liverani’s works are photographic portraits. In her lecture,
Liverani explained that she intends the portrait as an interaction between the
photographer and the subject mediated by the camera. This relationship starts
before the photo session and often continues after that. Liverani also stressed
that while the relationship between the photographer and the subject can be
problematic in that it is not symmetrical, at the center of her portrait
photography there is the idea of a collaboration between herself and the
subjects of her photos. She then introduced several of her photographic projects
to prove this point.

In Family Book (2018-ongoing), Liverani has been working on the idea of
family. She has taken photographs of various families, including as many
family configurations as possible: LGBT families, elderly families, parents
living with their daughters or sons, single parents, etc. She has been
collaborating with the subjects of her photographs by asking them to help her
reproduce the setting of a vernacular photo studio and share photos from their
own family photo albums.

Japan Pom Pom (2014) portrays a senior cheerleader squad, founded by
Fumie Takino in 1996 with the aim of raising awareness about aging. In this

project, Liverani searched for a non-stereotypical representation of the elderly.
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She explained that she was fascinated by these senior cheerleaders, in that they
challenge aging stereotypes while at the same time reinforcing gender
stereotypes. In Japan Pom Pom, Liverani chose again the technique of portrait
while also highlighting the subjects’ stage persona and treating them as they
were performing on stage.

Sugamo Beauty School (2018) is a photographic project about Sugamo, the
so-called Harajuku of grannies, and a school of senior models. Liverani
explained that she wanted to take street fashion shots, but she met with the
resistance of elderly women and men who were especially self-conscious. She
then found a beauty school in Sugamo where elderly amateur models are
trained. She thus decided to take photos of those women wearing their own
clothes and added photos of fashion items usually sold in Sugamo.

Women Sumo (2018) portrays amateur women sumo wrestlers. Women are
not allowed to compete in professional sumo and are barred from the wrestling
ring (dohyo). Liverani wanted to photograph women on the ring as a statement
of women’s right to stand on it and have access as a woman to a place that is
usually exclusive to men. In her photos, Liverani portrayed the women’s faces,
but she also asked them to show her their favorite sumo techniques. One of
the women portrayed in this project, Jyuri Beniya, was later invited to give a
talk on her experience as a woman sumo wrestler at Liverani’s exhibition
Coexistences: Portraits of Today’s Japan at the Japan Foundation, Sydney. As
Liverani explained, this is an example of how documentary photography can
go beyond taking a photo and representing someone by creating a space of
exchange.

Lastly, Liverani introduced Ainu Neno An Ainu. Why there is so little
known about the Ainu, the indigenous population of northern Japan, both
outside and within Japan? How can we meet and engage with the Ainu people
not only through museums and books but in real life? These are the questions
at the beginning of the photographic project Ainu Neno An Ainu (2012-2016).
In this project, Liverani kept her collaborative portrait approach. She asked the
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subjects of her photos where they wanted to be photographed and what they
wanted to wear: some chose their Ainu clothing, while others preferred their
everyday cloth.

Liverani explained that while taking photos of the Ainu community she
felt the need to expand this project and came up with the idea of making a
documentary film to engage with the community, share their stories, and know
more about the Ainu. She thus decided to team up with Neo Sora and Valy
Thorsteindotti, respectively first director and producer of the film Ainu Neno
An Ainu (2019). They chose the Hokkaido village of Nibutani as the place for
their documentary because that is the place where Fosco Maraini, an Italian
anthropologist who wrote extensively about the Ainu, had been. Ainu Neno An
Ainu collects the stories of the Ainu people Liverani, Neo Sora and
Thorsteindotti met in Nibutani. The narrator of the movie is Maya Sekine, who
was 15 years old when she first met them.

Sekine, who in 2019 was invited to share an insider’s perspective on her
group identity at the above-mentioned exhibition Coexistences: Portraits of
Today’s Japan, also joined our event as a guest speaker. After a brief self-
introduction in Ainu language, Sekine talked about her life as a young Ainu
studying and working to raise awareness on her language and culture. Sekine
also shared her impression of the encounter with Liverani and Neo Sora and
the experience of being photographed and interviewed. She explained that as
a child she used to resist the idea of being “used” as the subject of photography
and interviews. However, Liverani and Neo Sora became part of her family
and community. The photographic project Ainu Neno An Ainui, as well as the
film, are thus not something created by an outsider but a record taken by the
family for the family. Sekine explained that thanks to the encounter with
Liverani and Neo Sora she came to understand the act of being photographed
or filmed as a way to express herself as an Ainu.

Liverani’s talk was followed by the screening of the film Ainu Neno An

Ainu and the Q&A session, during which we had the chance to discuss the
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struggle of preserving original languages and customs once banned by
colonizing or majority power and the asymmetrical power relationships

between the seer and the seen in photographs.






