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DUNES: AMPHITHEATRES OF TIME

Photographs by Shoji Ueda 1935 - 1996

curated by Giuliana Scimé

Shoji Ueda’s world is under a spell which, as in western fairytales, freezes people and actions in a time out of time. It’s not a paralysis, or even frozen death. It is suspension, mental holding of the breath, a photogram cut out of a dream that is indelibly fixed and keeps surfacing to anchor fragments of memories of some experience of life, either truly lived or imagined by the mysterious mechanisms of the mind. 

Its actors, or rather characters, are conscious participants in the “mis-en-scene” who recite the script of their interior existences, their desires and impulses, of the fun of discovering what is within them and had never before emerged. 

Ueda is a great magician who possesses and dominates the secret of clearly revealing the little ingenuities that give us life and act as the counterpoint balancing the inevitable upsets of our time on earth. 

He is a soul at rest, harmony attained in our difficult relationship with others and with the world around us. He is not a blind bard singing to a utopian and lying celebration of symbiosis between man and nature, but an observer of positive behaviours and sentiments of delicate respect. 

Even in the images in which there are no human beings, they are in any case a presence which creates and leaves behind the stamp of its predominance. 

A predominance which is not violent, but rather gently focuses on the spontaneous expressions of nature: brambles and shrubs, sand dunes, flocks of little birds, rocks and shells and manmade objects that are camouflaged, blend in or appear as calligraphic signs of another written code that nature has created and Ueda has detected. 

Shoji Ueda invented his own form of expression, which is not only futuristic but has no imitators or followers. 

He is an artist who is absolutely free of all influences, currents or movements, truly unique: he teaches us to see, to reconsider everything in art both past and present, but he has no disciples or schools. It is impossible to follow a track, no matter how well marked, if only the person who marked it is capable of interpreting a map that seems legible but is cryptic in meaning. 

If we take a look at the dates of Ueda’s works we will be astounded: his stylistic line goes back to the Thirties, when no one anywhere in the world would have dared to “build” photographs. 

At that time pictorialism was still in its death throes; but some outstanding geniuses had already cast the very solid foundations of analysis within the photograph; photojournalism was just beginning to mature and in the small town of Sakaiminato Shoji Ueda did not photograph reality, but create scenes: the stage is the natural setting in which he arranges his people and objects, determining their poses and actions, following a script visualised by his creative mind. 

It is “constructive” photography, a term used for the first time to refer to the “(Un)faithful mirror” exhibition at the PAC in Milan in 1991. But at that time constructed photography was just emerging; now, it is predominant. 

Shoji Ueda anticipated by fifty years the freeing of photography from the constraints of direct takes, which suffered through long phases of evolution, and remained faithful to his visionary universe throughout his entire creative career (his last images are dated 1995).

Over the years new elements became a part of his “constructions”, and yet there is never a recognisable break or an imperceptible suggestion conveying how much time has gone by. 

SHOJI UEDA

1913
born in Sakaiminato, Tottori prefecture. 


Started taking photographs at fifteen. 

1931
member of the Yonego Shayukai photography group.

1932
moves to Tokyo, where he attends the Oriental school of photography.

1933
goes back to his native city to open a photography studio. In the same year he becomes a member of the Japan Kogakai group. He starts working with magazines and exhibiting his photographs.

1937
as a founding member of the Chugoku Photographers’ Group (southwest Japan), he participates actively in the group’s shows, attracting attention with his “built” photographs such as “The girls – four poses”.

1947
participates in the Ginryusha group.

1949
the “Tsuzurikata – my family” series and photographs taken of Tottori sand dunes attract a lot of attention.

1950
founds the Etan photographers’ group. 

1954
receives the second “Nika” award.

1960
shows his photos in an exhibition of Japanese photography held by Edward Steichen at MoMA in New York. 

1971
publishes the book “Warabegoyomi” (Children’s calendar). 

1974
for ten years he writes the “Little biography” column in the photography magazine “Camera Mainichi”.

1975
receives the annual award from the Japanese Photographers’ Association. Teaches at Kyushu university of industry until 1993.

1978
receives an award commemorating the tenth anniversary of the Culture Ministry. Invited to the Arles Photography Festival.

1979
holds the solo show “Fukei no Kokei” (Scenography of light in the landscape). Participates in Photokina, Cologne.

1989
presented with an award by the Japanese Photographers’ Association. 

1995
donates his works to the city of Kishimoto, Tottori, to open “Shoji Ueda” Photography Museum. 
2000 
died
