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VOP | recall your Japanese House series was shot in
Taiwan for the 2010 Kuandu Biennale? To a certain extent,
these old Japanese houses in Taiwan are demonstrations of
the historical relationship between Japan and Taiwan. After
the Japanese forces left Taiwan following the end of World
War II, some of these houses were occupied by Kuomintang
military officers and the their families for a period of time,
others were utilised for different purposes, thus reflecting a
complex facade of modern Taiwanese history. How did your
photography project on this come about? Did you undertake
any related research prior to this?

TOMOKO 1In 2009 the organisers of the Kuandu Biennale
approached me to discuss featuring my work and at the
time I was in the midst of photographing the the abandoned
headquarters of the National Military Defense Security
Command (DSC, abbreviated in Korean as “KIMUSA”)
in Seoul. KIMUSA was a counterintelligence agency that
prevented ideological dissent in the military and the
infiltration of North Korean intelligence. During military rule,
KIMUSA was known for its interrogations and trials, which
involved cruel torture. There were also speculations and
trials of KIMUSA conducting secret spy work on civilians and
persecuting some using false allegations. The building itself
was originally built in the modernist style for the Japanese
military hospital, which symbolized the Japanese occupation
of Korea. It was demolished after some deliberation in Korea
and the National Museum of Modern and Contemporary Art
now stands in its place.

I explored the buildings that had been altered by political
status through historical changes—where the traces of
history are often buried and embedded deep in artifacts and
decoration left behind——usually not visible at first glance.
Those images look abstract or even monochromatic. At first,
you would see nothing in direct connection with the history
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of the building. They are visual metaphors not only from
the past, but also on the subject of the banality of terror and
violence in the present.

Rulers in power tended to erect buildings and monuments
that symbolize power in public spaces, along streets or even
in far-flung locations away from cities. However with the
change in national power structures, the meanings in these
buildings also see changes. I began to wonder if Taiwan
had something similar to the KIMUSA in South Korea—
witnesses to the complicated modern history relating to
architecture. This is why I started this series.

At the same time, during my previous research for the
making of another work, The Parallel Lives of Others—
Encounter with Sorge Spy Ring, 1 discovered one of the key
members of the “Sorge spy network”, Ozaki Hotsumi, spent
his youth in Taipei. As a result, I have always thought about
what the Japan that existed outside of Japan was like. Since
I had never been to Taiwan prior to the Kuandu Biennale
nor conducted any research, I was caught by surprise when
I learnt about existence of the Japanese houses in Taiwan.
I had begun some research in London, but regrettably as I
couldn’t read Chinese, I could only look up information in
English. As there wasn't sufficient information on the subject,
I went to the British Library and the library at University of
London’s School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS) to
look up the Japanese collection including pre 1945 books
before I learnt about the existence of the Japanese houses in
Taiwan. Subsequently, the staff of the Kuandu Biennale also
gave me a lot of assistance, especially when I was looking for
the locations of the Japanese houses.

—— There were many houses left behind by the Japanese,
but you chose to photograph the houses belonging to the
daughter of the Governor-General of Taiwan during the
Japanese occupation, the chief of the general staff General
Wang Shu-Ming and Japanese old houses in Beitou, how did
you establish links with these spaces?

These Japanese homes were a result of changes in Taiwanese
history, as rulers built homes in foreign lands that were
undefined spaces, both public and private. These spaces
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contained a mixture of iconography, symbolising the times.
From the time of Japanese rule to the Kuomintang period,
these houses still served the purpose of home residency,
leaving in Taiwan architectural characteristics like lintels,
walkways and wall niches. On the other hand, there were
also walls and curtains coloured crimson as well as stickers
on mud walls. Occasionally there would also be wallpaper
that led people to think of Formosa in the era of the great sea
exploration. I could discover the material existence of things
in these spaces as an organic entity, as local history lived on in
these buildings and caused the buildings to become what
they are today.

—— Through these photographs we can re-imagine the lost
times in these spaces, for instance your shots of Japanese
wooden doors and window lattices, tattered Western-style
wallpapers and wall lamps, as well as cassette tape holders
secured on the walls, these remnant traces of lives back then
retained feelings of the old times, the desolated state now
also reflects the melancholy of a past era. Many of your past
works also dealt with these kinds of details related to traces
left by history especially that of places and spaces related to
Japanese political history. What are you hoping to find?
Being Japanese, I would like to shoulder some unresolved
historical questions, creating works in an objective and analytical
way. My works often include critical views of Japan. Moreover it
often questions why power and violence arises when successive
rulers are often replaced by another power. This problem is not
limited to Japan, but appears in countries all over the world,
even amongst neighbours and potentially family members.

History does not only manifest on memorials and in
buildings, it exists in formless and invisible ways. History can
live on in forests, fields, and the streets among other places,
but because it often gets submerged in the present scenario,
it loses its connection with deeper thinking and becomes
stagnant. But its shadow continues to dialogue with thoughts
stemming from human experiences, entering the depths of
our visual domains and existing in our daily lives.

History can be interpreted from different perspectives.
With regards to views on war, criminal acts and tragedies, the



ARYEFEEE - EARBUEIERE - R H
HAETRES -

ﬁi%ﬂu%$ﬁ%§%%%%°%%ﬁ%\
AT ~ ARBIRVEREY - BB P SR R
%ﬁﬁ?%%wﬁmw%m—ﬁﬁgﬁﬁ HE
2o NIRRT B e o SRT R SE AR
AR BRAE R AMARAT © RIS
FAMIFTLE ~ B B0EBAT IR - & ais
AR E KRR - EHAEETRE - SRS
BRI SRAER, - FBEZT  (HAFR)
RIS AT R HARRE G EF
T (HEMAINEE T 2N - BIEHSAE
BT BGEEH RS 2 1% » BEAEARBRE R
REAHIR  JEE2 MR TR IE 2 24U
BRI » IR E R ] LB ] RAYRR

— RTBRREEREEHRTERE  MiETZER
R ARSHIEER ? MENE - RBA—
REVREBLLEUEHEN TR ARBEEAILUERES
TEEESR R BRAOIRENE ? tt?'i'ﬁEI AR 2ARE
B BB - $HRERESNHE [BH] 7
E‘E#&ﬂﬁ%iﬁ?%ﬁﬁﬁﬂEEEF;;EE’\J/A,\L%%
EAR RV R X E HHREE ?
kB ER > BELSAEBIEHE) T BRI R T B
RERNFLEEEY) ~ RO ~ s - & DUR
RN S NP E RV E £ %%EZ{%{EET”“H*EI’J
RIS LA SEEE AR S Bl - 2~ DU
E’\J%JWF)E—'&H%E’JF'?E EREEGERER ’Jf&'
RS - FEGEE T ARAYE L H A S E A
MR BUE H RS - T2 B AEBaa T E
SHERRETIRIA - DU B A sk SR R 2 fE

viewing of images recorded from war times or of incidents
then have been recognized as a substantial way (of viewing
history), yet some people still choose to not look at these
things. Yet history almost always appears clearly before
us—especially history that manifests from inconspicuous
positions, private spaces and traces around us, they usually
bring us greater impact. As we look through the present to
the past, we embark on a path of awakening towards the
future. While the images in my Japanese House series may look
like old houses that can be seen all over Japan, they possess
some unique differences at the same time. Upon knowing
the venues of the shoots and the history of the venues, the
audience would have no choice but to ponder about the
sources: How had these spaces been formed? What led to this
series of works were such tangible and intangible reasons.

—— Why did you choose to observe these homes and not
any other buildings amongst the large numbers left behind
from the period of Japanese rule? My point is, did you feel
that more historical traces could be seen in ordinary homes
than in public buildings under political power? For instance,
the Taiwanese Presidential Office which used to be the office
of the Governor-General during the Japanese period, would
you consider it organic? What differences did these domains
affected by power transfer that are still in use or abandoned
have as compared to the homes you photographed?
Of course, I am of the opinion that public buildings built as
a result of political rule or ideologies, such as the President’s
office or the Central train station would preserve history in the
most obvious ways. These buildings had been injected with
the ideologies of the times and were constructed with a certain
concept of luxury in mind, many of which were clearly designated
as facades representing the nation, shouldering the mission of
conveying certain messages. In contrary, the Japanese houses left
behind in Taiwan were clearly not served as political buildings
but private domains built by people in power using culture they
brought along with them as a foundation, my concern lay with
these family home spaces that had historical backgrounds.

As I just mentioned, I came across an article as I was
researching on Sorge and got to know about Ozaki Hotsumi,
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who spent his youth in Taipei, causing me to begin to think
again about the streets and sights left behind by Japanese in
foreign lands. After that I visited Taipei and saw these private
spaces and felt surprised by the fact that they had been
preserved after going through tens of years of changes. The
reason for my surprise was that in the cases of other countries
in the world, these buildings and streets would normally be
torn down or destroyed by the new administration in power
at the end of the previous occupation. But in Taiwan which
is a place affected by a severe rainy climate, these wooden
Japanese homes were not horribly damaged and still left
standing, a rare incidence indeed. I had not expected this
before visiting Taiwan. I believe the Presidential office had
been through such an organic phase of change to remain
standing today.

—— In your series The Parallel Lives of Others, you used
black and white photography with a blurred effect to search
for and represent Sorge's scenes of intelligence work,
exuding an air of mystery, but in your other creations related
to the rediscovery of post-colonial architectural spaces and
the traces of history, such as KIMUSA and Japanese House
which we are talking about now, you chose to make use of a
more lateral perspective and more even lighting to present
these spaces. What were your considerations for the setting
of images and modes of presentation?

I had noticed the Sorge incident referred to spy work, an
elusive and secretive action taken but which was surprisingly
carried out in public. The communication between members
of the network could disappear anytime, sometimes in a flash,
turning relationships between the members into opaque ones
where they became strangers to each other. Because of such a
concept, I used an old camera for my shots and the exhibition
area was modeled after an interrogation room. When I was
creating the work, I would carefully consider and choose the
best ways of shooting and presenting. As you have pointed
out, KIMUSA and Japanese House were photographed using
an even perspective to a certain extent, namely because the
buildings had their own deep meaning and rich symbolism
from the history they had accumulated, which caused me to
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feel it was only right that I make use of an non-obtrusive and
objective perspective to capture these spaces and these details.

—— There are often the logical perspectives of "bright/
dark, Yin/Yang, positive/negative" in QOriental tradition on
things, spaces, history and photography all contain such
characteristics, with complex issues possibly arising from
the interactive process, | see these as fascinating points in
your works. | am curious however, about one thing. In the
typological photographic or archival works seen commonly
today, as well as the collation or writing of stories in the work
creation process, meant to strengthen the narrative structure
of the artwork, are commonplace. But even though your
works comprise a macro-narrative of history, you maintain
using photographs only as your mode of presentation. To
you, is photography already sufficient to express what you
want to say?

You have brought up an interesting point. I do not inject
emotions into most of my work. I try to shoot as objectively as I
can, so that different people experience different feelings when
they see my work. There is no absolute interpretation, it depends
on factors, for instance the audience’s gender, age, social
background and faith, which causing them to see the works
differently. Given that each person has his/her own approach
to art, I do not wish to inject my own feelings into the works.
Different viewpoints of interpretation and ways of experiencing
signify individual differences. If I were painting an oil painting,
the way I paint my strokes and the texture of my strokes would
matter, making my work more subjective. Thus I cannot use
painting to express what I wanted to create. What medium
would suit me best then? I think it would be photography. @
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