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Sex in the afk,

| ART |

And Its Sneaky

Spectators

Above and right, two
images from “The
Park,” Kohei
Yoshiyuki’s
photographs of voy-
eurs watching people
having sex at night in
Tokyo parks.

The series was last
exhibited in 1979.

‘THE PARK'

YOSSI MILO GALLERY
525 West 25th Street,
Chelsea; (212) 414-0370;
through Oct. 18.

By PHILIP GEFTER

HY are the Japanese couples

in Kohei Yoshiyuki’s photo-

graphs having sex outdoors?

Was 1970s Tokyo so crowded,
its apartments so small, that they were
forced to seek privacy in public parks at
night? And what about those peeping
toms? Are the couples as oblivious as they
seem to the gawkers trespassing on their
nocturnal intimacy?

If the social phenomena captured in
these photographs seem distinctly linked
to Japanese culture, Mr. Yoshiyuki’s im-
ages of voyeurs reverberate well beyond
it. Viewing his pictures means that you too
are looking at activities not meant to be
seen. We line up right behind the photog-
rapher, surreptitiously watching the peep-
ing toms who are secretly watching the
couples. Voyeurism is us.

The series, titled “The Park,” is on view
at Yossi Milo Gallery in Chelsea, the first
time the photographs have been exhibited
since 1979, when they were introduced at
Komai Gallery in Tokyo. For that show the
pictures were blown up to life size, the gal-
lery lights were turned off, and each visitor
was given a flashlight. Mr. Yoshiyuki want-
ed to reconstruct the darkness of the park.
“I wanted people to look at the bodies an
inch at a time,” he has said.

The oversize prints were destroyed after
the show, and the series was published in
1980 as a book, one now difficult to find.
Last year Mr. Yoshiyuki made new edi-
tions of the prints in several sizes, which
have brought renewed interest in his work.
Since April images from the series have
been acquired by the Museum of Modern
Art in New York, the Museum of Contem-
porary Photography in Chicago, the Mu-
seum of Fine Arts in Houston and the San
Francisco Museum of Modern Art.

Mr. Yoshiyuki was a young commercial
photographer in Tokyo in the early 1970s
when he and a colleague walked through
Chuo Park in Shinjuku one night. He no-
ticed a couple on the ground, and then one
man creeping toward them, followed by
another.

“I had my camera, but it was dark,” he
told the photographer Nobuyoshi Araki in
a 1979 interview for a Japanese publica-
tion. Researching the technology in the era
before infrared flash units, he found that
Kodak made infrared flashbulbs. Mr. Yosh-
iyuki returned to the park, and to two oth-
ers in Tokyo, through the '70s. He pho-
tographed heterosexual and homosexual
couples engaged in sexual activity and the
peeping toms who stalked them.

“Before taking those pictures, I visited
the parks for about six months without
shooting them,” Mr. Yoshiyuki wrote re-
cently by e-mail, through an interpreter. “I
just went there to become a friend of the
voyeurs. To photograph the voyeurs, I
needed to be considered one of them. I be-
haved like I had the same interest as the
voyeurs, but I was equipped with a small
camera. My intention was to capture what
happened in the parks, so I was not a real
‘voyeur’ like them. But I think, in a way,
the act of taking photographs itself is voy-
euristic somehow. So I may be a voyeur,
because I am a photographer.”

Mr. Yoshiyuki's photographic activity
was undetected because of the darkness;
the flash of the infrared bulbs has been lik-
ened to the lights of a passing car.

“The couples were not aware of the voy-



eurs in most cases,” he wrote. “The voy-
eurs try to look at the couple from a dis-
tance in the beginning, then slowly ap-
proach toward the couple behind the
bushes, and from the blind spots of the
couple they try to come as close as pos-
sible, and finally peep from a very close
distance. But sometimes there are the voy-
eurs who try to touch the woman, and
gradually escalating — then trouble would
happen.”

Mr. Yoshiyuki’s pictures do not incite de-
sire so much as document the act of lust-
ing. The peeping toms are caught in the
process of gawking, focused on their visual
prey. Alexandra Munroe, senior curator of
Asian art at the Guggenheim Museum,
suggested in a telephone interview that
this phenomenon was not uncommon in
Japan. She cited the voyeurism depicted in
Ukiyo-e woodblock erotic prints from 18th-
and 19th-century Japan, in which a viewer
watches a couple engage in sexual activity.
“It’s a consistent erotic motif in Japanese
sexual imagery and in Japanese films like
‘In the Realm of the Senses,’ ” she said.

Karen Irvine, curator of the Museum of
Contemporary Photography in Chicago,
said Mr. Yoshiyuki’s work is important be-
cause “it addresses photography’s unique
capacity for observation and implication.”
She locates his work in the tradition of art-
ists who modified their cameras with de-
coy lenses and right-angle viewfinders to
gain access to private moments. Weegee,

for example, rigged his camera to capture
couples kissing in darkened New York
movie theaters. Walker Evans covertly
photographed fellow passengers on New
York subways.

“Like the work of these artists,” Ms.
Irvine said, “Yoshiyuki’s photographs ex-
plore the boundaries of privacy, an in-
creasingly rare commodity. Ironically, we
may reluctantly accommodate ourselves
to being watched at the A.T.M., the airport,
in stores, but our appetite for observing
people in extremely personal circum-
stances doesn’t seem to wane.”

Mr. Milo also noted a connection be-
tween Mr. Yoshiyuki’s work and surveil-
lance photography. “The photographs are
specifically of their time and place and re-
flect the social and economic spirit of the
1970s in Japan,” he wrote in an e-mail mes-
sage. “Yet the work is also very contempo-
rary. With new technologies providing the
means to spy on each other, a political at-
mosphere that raises issues about the
right to privacy and a cultural climate ob-
sessed with the personal lives of everyday
people, themes of voyeurism and surveil-
lance are extremely topical and important

ONLINE: AUDIO SLIDE SHOW
Philip Gefter discusses the work of
Kohei Yoshiyuki:
nytimes.com/design

in the U.S, right now."”

Yet earlier artists also went to great
lengths to capture transgressive behavior.
In the 1920s Brassai photographed the
prostitutes of Paris at night; his camera
was conspicuously large, but his subjects
were willing participants. More recently, in
the early 1990s, Merry Alpern set up a
camera in the window of one New York
apartment and photographed the assigna-
tions of prostitutes through the window of
another.

Susan Kismaric, curator of photography
at the Museum of Modern Art, agrees that
Mr. Yoshiyuki’s work falls into a photo-
graphic tradition. “The impulse is the
same,” she said. “To bring forth activity,
especially of a sexual nature, that ‘we’
don't normally see. It's one of the primary
impulses in making photographs — to
make visible what is normally invisible.”

“The predatory, animalistic aspect of the
people in Yoshiyuki’s work is particularly
striking,” she continued. “The pictures are
bizarre and shocking, not only because of
the subject itself but also because of the
way that they challenge our clichéd view
of Japanese society as permeated by au-
thority, propriety and discipline.”

Sandra S. Phillips is organizing an exhi-
bition on surveillance imagery for the San
Francisco Museum of Modern Art next
year. “A huge element of voyeuristic look-
ing has informed photography and hasn’t
been studied as it should be,” she said.
“Voyeurism and surveillance are strangely
and often uncomfortably allied. I think
Yoshiyuki’s work is amazing, vital and
very distinctive.

“It is also, 1 feel, strangely unerotic,
which I find very interesting since that is
the subject of the pictures. I would com-
pare him to Weegee, one of the great pho-
tographers who was also interested in
looking at socially unacceptable subjects,
mainly the bloody and violent deaths of
criminals.”

The raw graininess in Mr. Yoshiyuki's
pictures is similar to the look of survell-
lance images, but there is an immediacy
suggesting something more personal: that
here is a person making choices, not a sto-
tionary camera recording what passes he
fore it. As Vince Aletti writes in the publi-
cation accompanying the current show,
Mr. Yoshiyuki's pictures “recall cinéma
vérité, vintage porn, frontline photojour-
nalism and the hectic spontaneity of papa-
razzi shots stripped of all their glamour.”

Surveillance images, so far, do not have
that signature.



