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Kawa is a project launched |n'2ld16

by Shinsaku Arakawa and Noriyuki Sekikawa.
Both were drawn to skateboarding and pho-
tography during their teenage years. The pro-
ject’s name comes from the character kawa
(“river”), shared in both of their surnames. To-
day, Arakawa is based in Kyoto, while Sekika-
wa continues to work from Kanazawa. Still in
search of new “spots,” the pair travel fluidly
across Japan like a flowing current, moving
from place to place. Alongside these journeys,
E-héy have documented théir travels and daily
—lives through handmade J_apggg_se-style bound
Zifes known as the “Kawa books.” Since 2020,
they have continued releasing works regularly
through the ongoing Kawa publication series.
Drifting across the country in searg:'h of_ﬁv_v-— e
~—terrain; the-two capture fleeting scenes found
along the ec;geé of every;day life. The follow-
ing twelve photographs offer a glimpse into
the world preserved within their ever-growing
archive.
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THE EASTERN OBSERVER is

a bilingual journal

of art and literature,

published in Japanese and English,
with a focus on

contemporary artistic practice
in Japan and across Asia.
Alongside the journal,

we extend these conversations
through newsletters,

reading sessions,

and audiovisual projects,
exploring, with our readers,

the signs of worlds yet to come.

013

INTRODUCTION

oo MO HIRC SO SRS C - ¢k IE S mit i

LOEmAISE N —C VN YEFN A Y —N

NV edN—7F—QCTN—plI
oM
A= —F SN —]

ook AN A ML Ov ek Bt
F—HERVA 7 =N RS NN NS

INTRODUCTION




001

ART

KAWA
SHINSAKU ARAKAWA
NORIYUKI SEKIKAWA

n
SlIE R

Bz

013

INTRODUCTION
PN =% V2

017

ARCHITECTURE

ARCHEOLOGY OF THE FUTURE
LINA GHOTMEH

REDE LS
UF-dybXx

041

FICTION AND POETRY

“AUTOBIOGRAPHY”
“THE CITY REMEMBERS

FOR AUTHUR YAP”
“THE ELECTRIC GHAZALS”
“HOLIDAY” ALFIAN SA’AT
COMMENTARY HIKARU FUJII

81zl

[HEEZTWSE P—Y—-Yu7IcEITF3]
[TLIMYy o HHI]

[{RIR] o472 HTFwhk

R BRI

014

065

FILM

UNDERGROUND
KAORI ODA

FrI—I590F
NEE

081

FILM

ILHA FORMOSA
KUZOKU

BIT—TE
=k

097

FASHION

DYEING VIBRANTLY,
OPENING UP A NEW HORIZON
MITSUKO WATANABE

B BB OF 1T
D= 2T

121

CARTOON

THE SILENT WORLD IS INFINITE
WOSHIBAI

|E DOMFICHER
ZEA

THE EASTERN OBSERVER

145

MUsSIC

EVERYDAY EXPERIENCE
AND MY MUSIC
MINSU

161

TANKA

ELEVEN TANKA
TORI-SAN NO MABUTA

mR+—8
FESLUE—REROPHLEHWV] LD
BESADR

170

BOOK REVIEW

READING THESE
PAST TWO OR THREE YEARS
ATSUSHI HORIBE

ZZ2. 3F0OHmAY. HBVIE, BDICEoTHD
JEEREE 52

178

MUsSIC

THE JAPANESE JAZZ TREND
OVERSEAS
MITSUTAKA NAGIRA

BATORFOI vy XDV VF
B

015

186

DISPATCHES

AMONG OLD BOOKS
KEI WAKABAYASHI

R NOL
EME

195

PHOTOGRAPHY

LIMINAL
AKIRA YAMADA

BR
I

205

NEXT ISSUE

RXE5FTE

207

EDITOR’S NOTE
IF(5—Z s/~

CONTENTS




LINA GHO TME
ARCHEOLU
OrFTHE FU T

INTERVIEW BY KIYO FUJISHIRO PHOTOGRAPHY BY MAKOTO NAKAMORI
TRANSLATION BY YUKI WESTON
PROOFREADING AND EDITING BY NANA KIYOSHIGE

ARCHITECTURE
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is Rhetorical Territories (2017), a collaboration with
Singapore-based photographer Tom White. Drawing
on a series of photographs capturing the landscapes of
Singapore’s emblematic public housing estates, the
book conveys the emptiness of the so-called “kam-
pung spirit”, once promoted as the ideal ethos under-
pinning communal life. For each photograph, Alfian
makes a short three-line poem, a “rhetorical haiku”,
responding in pared-down language to images imbued
with absence and forging a striking interaction be-
tween text and image.

In this volume, three poems are presented in
translation from Alfian’s second poetry collection, A
History of Amnesia, first published in 2001 and re-
vised in 2008. In ‘Autobiography’, memories of child-
hood, inscribed within the inexorable flow of time, are
rendered with both vividness and fragility. By con-
trast, ‘The City Remembers’, set against the backdrop
of urban life, adopts a cool, detached tone, observing
human activity through the eyes of streetlights, trains,
traffic signals and elevators. ‘The Electric Ghazals’,
meanwhile, may be regarded as one of Alfian’s poetic
highlights, bringing together his technical virtuosity
across a range of emotions and perspectives along
with the traditional Persian-derived poetic form of the
ghazal. Each of the twelve ghazals bears thematic ti-
tles such as “Oblivion”, “Death”, or “Happiness”, and
the language of the ghazal pursues the themes before
concluding with an address to “Alfian” in the final
couplet. At times playful, at times driven by intense
emotion, the words echo between “I”” and “you”, cre-
ating a magical space reminiscent of a hall of mirrors.

At once attentive to Singapore’s past and
present, Alfian’s practice in translation reveals a crea-
tivity that remains open to the world. Every line and
every word carries a quality that draws the reader in,
even as it interrogates the writer’s own self and pro-

pels them toward further creation. Guided by diversi-
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ty and openness, this voice is tied to the Singapore Al-
fian envisions and will likely flourish in importance,
extending beyond Singapore to parts of the world
where intolerance and the justification of oppression

continue to spread.

ALFIAN SA'AT

Resident Playwright of W!Id Rice. His published works
include three collections of poetry: “One Fierce Hour”, “A
History of Amnesia” and “The Invisible Manuscript”; a
collection of short stories, ‘Corridor’; a collection of flash
fiction, ‘Malay Sketches’; and three collections of plays.

HIKARU FUJII

An American literature scholar, translator, and an Associate
Professor at the Faculty of Letters and the Graduate School
of Humanities and Sociology at The University of Tokyo. In
2017, he received the 3rd Japan Translation Award for his
Japanese translation of A/l the Light We Cannot See by
Anthony Doerr. His publications include From the Terminal
to the Wasteland: American Literature in the Post-American
Era and 27st Century x American Fiction x Translation
Workshop. He has also translated numerous works into
Japanese, including Harlem Shuffle by Colson Whitehead.
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transcended the boundaries of traditional craft while remaining relevant to contemporary life. He
described the history and regional character of Arimatsu-Narumi shibori, and the background of
the brand, as “remarkable”. He says it offers a deep story that resonates with culturally curious cli-
entele. What ultimately convinced him, however, was Murase himself, gentle in manner, yet quiet-
ly strong. Several years ago, Wako began carrying suzusan on another floor. Okubo observed that,
even before knowing the brand’s story, many customers reacted instinctively: “The colours are
lovely”, they would say. Perhaps that is the most universal point of connection. Before tradition,
before technology, there is simply an immediate, intuitive impulse.

In one corner of the pop-up space were objects unrelated to suzusan items Murase described

simply as “things he likes”. Among them were vintage Braun audio devices designed by Dieter
Rams, a leading figure in German industrial design. Even within the strict functionalism of his
work, there is something undeniably human that draws people in. Several of Rams’s Ten Principles
for Good Design echo suzusan’s philosophy: good design is beautiful and understandable, subtle
yvet honest, built to last, and crafted with attention to every detail...

At the intersection of modernity and tradition, there is always someone who stirs the heart.

HIROYUKI MURASE

Born in Nagoya in 1982. CEO and Creative
Director of suzusan. Fifth-generation heir to a

MITSUKO WATANABE

Fashion journalist and consultant. Began her
editorial career at Shiseido’s cultural magazine
Hanatsubaki, where she worked for over a
decade. Later contributed to Figaro Japon and
ELLE Japon before joining Vogue Japan in
2000. Editor-in-Chief from 2008 to 2021.
Independent since 2022. Currently Fashion
Features Director at 70 Magazine Japan. The
first book of her as a fashion journalist to be
published in 2027.

©@mitsuko_wtnb

family of Arimatsu-Narumi shibori artisans.
Studied fine art and architecture at the
University for the Creative Arts in Surrey and at
the Kunstakademie in Germany. Established
suzusan in 2008. Blends traditional techniques
with a contemporary sensibility across clothing,
lighting, and home. Actively engaged in regional
revitalisation and committed to sustaining and
promoting Japanese craftsmanship.
www.suzusan.com (©@@suzusan_official

Recent cityscape of Arimatsu with its historical and local architecture
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while staying true to the essence of my
music so that | can be proud of my work .
Beyond that, I’'m not sure what else I’'m ca-
pable of. Will the day come when | find
myself standing on a much bigger stage
too?:)

——What has been the most challenging
period for you in your career so far?

| think the first half of 2025, was
the toughest time for me. The energy |
poured into releasing Me, Stranger in
2024 seemed to have truly drained me.
Going from working under a label to sud-
denly handling everything on my own was
no small feat. | think | experienced a bit of
burnout. After putting out all fourteen
tracks, it felt as though I’d fired every bul-
let | had. | was left feeling deeply uncer-
tain. I'm the type of person who doesn’t
feel at ease unless | have a stockpile of
demo tracks saved on my computer. So
during the first half of 2025, | focused on
making new songs and rebuilding my en-
ergy.

In the end, it’s always music. Cre-
ating music gives me a reason to live, and
makes the world feel bright again. It was
only after | started making new music that
| found the strength to think about pro-
moting last year’s album a little more. It’s
kind of funny, isn’t it? :)

———What are your plans going forward?

Someday, | really want to work in
the United States. I’'d love to buy a truck
there, turn it into a “Minsu truck,” and
travel across all the states while promot-
ing my music something like a truck
tour (this isn’t just a dream, by the way. It
actually feels like something that could
really happen in the near future). To pre-
pare for that, I've already been making
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some exciting new songs. I’'m not yet sure
how I’ll be able to share them, but please
keep supporting my journey and stay ex-
cited for what’s to come.

As | mentioned at the beginning,
I’'m still a newcomer. And at the same
time, | carry dreams that feel almost im-
possibly big. It sometimes feels as though
nothing has even begun yet. My confi-
dence that everything will come true has
grown faint, but even so, I’'ve decided to

keep walking this path. Thank you
thanks to you, I’'m able to take another
step forward.

MINSU

Singer-songwriter. Winner of the Bronze Prize at
the Yoo Jae-ha Music Contest. She officially
debuted in 2018. In 2024, she released her first
full-length album, Me, Stranger. In spring 2026,
she will embark on the “Minsu CLUB TOUR 2026.”
©@ineed_water

BUZZY ROOTS

A web magazine introducing Korean indie music.
Launched in 2019 by two music writers, AKARI
and IZUMI. The magazine features interviews with
Korean artists, information on their performances
in Japan, and K-indie charts.

buzzyroots.com @©@@buzzyroots.tokyo

FUMIHISA MIYATA

Editor and writer specializing in culture, literary,
and social issues. Edited and co-authored works
include a series of two books about Kaitaro Tsuno,
a reknowned Japanese editor, published by blkswn
publishers Inc., Japan. He is currently serializing
"Yomu wo design suru hito(people designing the
act of reading)"in a Japanese literary magazine
Gunzo(Kodansha Ltd.), and “What is editing?” in a
web platform HILLS LIFE Daily.

X@editdisco editdisco.blog.jp
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Eleven tanka drawn from the debut collection
Tenderness of Death and new works

by contemporary Japanese poet Tori-san no Mabuta
(“A Bird’s Eyelids™)

TRANSLATION BY MIDORI AOYAMA PROOFREADING BY NANA KIYOSHIGE
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TERUMASA HINO, 2004. PHOTOGRAPHY BY JUN SATO/WIREIMAGE.

ters I’d most want to recommend to overseas re-
cord lovers.

Now back to the main story. It took an
international push to shake things loose domes-
tically as well. As foreign labels moved ahead
with vinyl reissues and streaming releases, Jap-
anese record companies began to follow. In
2024, King Records opened up a large chunk of
its back catalogue, making early recordings by
Sadao Watanabe and Toshiko Akiyoshi from the
1960s available to stream for the first time. Sony
followed that same year with Akiyoshi’s big-
band work, and the year after, Masabumi Ki-
kuchi’s Susto arrived on streaming services too.
By the mid-2020s, the major labels were all
moving at once. Ryo Fukui and Hiroshi Suzuki
had kicked the door open, and Japanese jazz is

now easier to listen to than it has
ever been.

The long inaccessibility of
Japanese jazz recordings is also
part of why its history has never
been properly written down. No
book offering a real historical over-
view has yet been published in Ja-
pan discography guides exist,
written from a DJ and record angle,

but a coherent history remains un-
written. Now, with the music finally
accessible and international recog-
nition growing, the conditions for
that to change are there for the
first time. There’s something so
characteristically Japanese about
a country being prompted to doc-
ument its own music history by en-
thusiasm from abroad. That moment
feels close. Whether Japanese jazz
becomes something more than a
trend will depend on what comes
next.

MITSUTAKA NAGIRA

Born in 1979 in Izumo, Shimane Prefecture,
Japan. A graduate of Izumo High School and
Tokyo Gakugei University. Music critic,
interviewer, educator, DJ, and radio personality.
His work centers on jazz and its surrounding
musical cultures through writing, interviews,
lectures, educational programs, curatorial
projects, and supervision. Best known for the
Jazz The New Chapter series, he has devoted
himself to tracing the development of
21st-century jazz while situating it within
broader histories of music.

©@elis_ragina X@Elis_ragiNa
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One might say that the shelves of a sec-
ondhand book
store are filled entirely with books for which there
is no longer any reason that they “must be read
now.” Compared with the bustle and clamor of a
new bookstore, the storefront of a used bookstore
feels uncannily quiet for precisely that reason.
Books that have slipped from the current of their
age lose what they once had to say as commodi-
ties, and are left with no choice but silence.

Of course, this does not mean that such
books have become wholly worthless. To lose
one’s point of contact with the present does not
mean to become valueless. What it means is that
the discovery of that value is entrusted entirely to
the person standing before the shelves, browsing
through used books. It may sound overly grand to
say that the buyer’s task is to discover a new pre-
sentness within these silent books, to grant them
a new voice

but in truth, that is exactly what
everyone does when buying secondhand books.

Unlike newly published books, used
books do not speak to us about why they should
be read now. Precisely for that reason, we must
measure the relationship between the book and
our present selves with far greater care and deli-
cacy. In order to buy a book that has already lost
the reasons it once possessed for being pur-
chased, one has no choice but to search for those
reasons within oneself. And those reasons are of-
ten so singularly one’s own that they can probably
never be shared with anyone else.

Books placed in new bookstores con-
stantly insist upon how many people are reading
them. By contrast, books in secondhand book-
stores wait for someone to discover them for rea-
sons no outsider could ever fully understand.
Though both are selling books, new bookstores
and used bookstores speak in completely oppo-
site voices. Put another way, a new bookstore
seeks to welcome you as a member of society,
whereas a secondhand bookstore asks, rather,
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that you estrange yourself from
society and become isolated
from it. It asks people, deliber-
ately, to step outside the flow of
the present moment.

I think that, even as a
child, | sensed there was some-
thing gentle about that feeling
of isolation. Since starting a
secondhand bookstore myself, |
have once again found myself
visiting used bookstores fre-
quently, yet even now | remain
largely unmoved by rare edi-
tions or expensive collector’s
items. Market value always
points toward the present mo-
ment. The reason | continue to
feel drawn instead to books
tossed into bargain bins for a
hundred yen books that
have already slipped beyond
the scales of market value—is

perhaps because they allow me
to feel the freedom of slipping
outside the time called “now.”
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EDITOR’S NOTE

| often think of two critics who shaped the way | think about literature and art:
Kazuya Fukuda (1960-2024) and Tadayasu Sakai (1941-).

Both were travelers, moving between places, books, exhibitions, and conversations.
What they taught was not simply knowledge, but a way of paying attention

——to the world, and to the traces people leave within it.

THE EASTERN OBSERVER began as an effort to look at the world
with the same attentiveness.

Through writing, art, and dialogue,

we hope to observe the world a little more closely

and to attend to the currents taking shape across Japan and Asia.

A year has passed since this project began.

Thanks to the generosity of our contributors and supporters,
we are pleased to present this inaugural issue.

| hope you enjoy it. As always, we welcome letters.

Kiyo Fujishiro Editor, THE EASTERN OBSERVER
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