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Founded last year, the “TOKYO PAPER for Culture® is a forum for investigating the culture of

Tokyo. What kind of city is Tokyo for you? What relationships do you build with the city? What
do you like about it? Dislike? Your answers are the fuel for our daily research. In this fourth
issue, we present our impressions from meeting and talking with people while walking around
different neighborhoods for Tokyo Culture Creation Project events. We hope you find a thing

or two scattered here that triggers a deepening of your relationship with Tokyo!
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Roppongi is one of those places that seems to symbolize metropolitan Tokyo.

For this issue we decided to take a look at Tokyo culture by zeroing in on the neighborhood,

site of Roppongi Art Night, with the help of three “guest researchers”

who know the area well: artist Keiichi Tanaami,

book director Yoshitaka Haba and musician Miu Sakamoto.

Keiichi Tanaami

Miu Sakamoto

Yoshitaka Haba
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Tanaami: | started teaching in Kyoto (the Kyoto
University of Art and Design) and commuting there
regularly, | began looking at Tokyo and Kyoto in com-
parison to each another. There are many differences,
but the one that really stands out is the darkness.
Haba: Did Kyoto seem dark because of how brightly
lit Tokyo is?

Tanaami: Back in my younger days when | spent
a lot of time going out in Roppongi, the whole area
was enveloped in darkness. The roads leading from
home were all dark, so it was always a relief to see
the lights of the entertainment area. In Tokyo today,
though, you find bars on the first floor of condos, and
dark alleyways are harder and harder to come by. |
don’t think anything stimulates human thinking and
imagination as much as the dark; maybe that’s why
people nowadays aren’t as perceptive as in the past.
Haba: Jun’ichiro Tanizaki’s book Inei raisan [In Praise
of Shadows] includes a discussion of black lacquer
in which he talks about his feelings when looking into
the dark depths of a cloudy soup at the bottom of a
lacquer bowl. The idea is that there are some things
that can only be seen in darkness.

Sakamoto: | like the area between the Tsutaya side
of Roppongi and Azabujuban. The Azabujuban
shopping district has lots of old shops and many of
the residents have been in the area a long time. And
when you’ve passed through the shopping district
heading toward Tsutaya you’re practically at Rop-
pongi Hills, right? Today, Roppongi Hills blends in as
just another part of the view seen from the shopping
district. The way you can slip from an old townscape
into the modern city without a sense of boundary
crossing seems very Tokyo-like to me. | often visit
my paternal family’s gravesite located near the
Azabujuban shopping district. It feels completely cut
off from the bustle of the city, a kind of dead space
where one can enjoy the quiet beauty of a sunset.
Tanaami: That’s a really atmospheric area where you
can still find little alleys and side streets.

Haba: Strangely enough, things get very quiet in
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Roppongi,
Dreaming
in the

back alleys

and darkness

Azabu when you head toward Kurayami-zaka.
Sakamoto: Speaking of quiet, in Tokyo we’re sub-
jected to such an incredible number of sounds that
we aren’t even aware of hearing many of them. Put
another way, if we were to process everything that
we heard we’d probably go mad. In a sense, you
might say we’ve evolved to become less sensitive,
to shut things out.

Haba: | suppose somewhere along the way we mas-
tered the art of tuning things out, of letting them pass
as being of no concern.

Sakamoto: When | compose music | always make a
conscious effort to create sounds that have a pleas-
ant texture the body can absorb, that make the lis-
tener feel good. At the same time, | wish there were
more places in Tokyo where it was possible to listen
to genuinely pleasant sounds, even if it isn’t my mu-
sic. | especially think it’s important that children have

places where they can experience and understand
what makes a really good sounds or a really good
voice. Concert halls are fine, but they aren’t the sort
of places you can visit every day. | wish there was a
park or plaza where children could test out and listen
to different sounds.

Haba: If the culture of Kyoto can be described as
one of paring things down to the minimum, creating
blank space and a sense of lingering reverberations,
Tokyo—and especially Roppongi—is perhaps more
a culture of multi-layered “super-noise.”

Tanaami: It’s all relative, isn’t it? Commuting to Kyoto
and learning the depth of its culture has really rekin-
dled my interest in Tokyo, too.

Haba: Perhaps it’s a sign I’'m getting old but lately
when | stand at the Roppongi intersection | get ap-
proached by all sorts of touts. In situations like that |
can’t help but feel that the Roppongi intersection is

about as far away from the cultured worlds of art,
design, and music as you could get. There ought to
be something that is able to get across precisely be-
cause it is presented in such an unforgiving environ-
ment for culture. In the context of my own work, if |
take a copy of Kimura Ihei in Paris and show it to the
sort of people who frequent stylish shop, they say
things like, “I love lhei Kimura” or “So, they reprinted
that.” On the other hand, if | show the same book to
patients at a rehabilitation clinic who know nothing
of the context—I’ve done this as part of my work—
not a single one of them will have ever heard of Ihie
Kimura. One older woman, though, did say, “Those
sure are pretty pictures. Guess I'll have to go Paris
once my leg’s better.” This seemed terribly essential
and important. If the photographs are really power-
ful, something is sure to register no matter who sees
them.
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Yoshitaka Haba
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Born in Aichi in 1967. President of Bach, Ltd., Haba makes
book proposals in a variety of forums to help people and
books connect a little easier. Publications include Haba
shoten no 88-satsu [88 Titles from the Haba Book Store].
Also available is Hon no koe o kike: book director haba
yoshitaka no shigoto [Listen to the Book: The Work of
Yoshitaka Haba] by Tsuyoshi Takase

Miu Sakamoto
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Born in Tokyo in 1980. In addition to her musical ac-
tivities, Sakamoto perform on stage, narrates, writes
essays and movie reviews, and serves as a radio
personality on Dear Friends, a program aired Mon-
days to Thursdays from 11:00 to 11:30 on Tokyo FM
JFN 38. Her latest album is titled “Waving Flags”.

Keiichi Tanaami
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Born in Tokyo in 1936. A professor at the Kyoto
University of Art and Design, Tanaami has pursued
cross-media, cross-genre creative activites since
the 1960s and is known as a pioneer of psychedelic
art and pop art in Japan. His work is presented at
galleries, museums, and film festivals around the
world.

Sakamoto: That’s true of any kind of creative ex-
pression, isn’t it?
Haba: A proposal that registers at Roppongi intersec-

tion can probably make it anywhere in the world. |
mean, that has to be about the least forgiving place
there is for feeling a sense of culture. and | think we’ll
only be able to call Roppongi a cultured neighborhood
in its true sense when having people like that look at
a painting, or read a book, or listen to music causes
them to catch their breath and really feel something.
Tanaami: | was talking about alleys before and with
all the huge buildings now going up .| suppose such
side streets are disappearing. The real role of back
alleys, of course, is as a place for the sorts of human
interaction that could happen nowhere else: a cou-
ple breaking up, or maybe patching things up after
a fight. Mazes of narrow alleyways make the heart
race. They appeal to something fundamental about
the human condition. So many neighborhoods today,
though, are made up of just a main street and a few
side streets. There’s no atmosphere anymore. The
character of the Japanese people was cultivated
by the four seasons, and without them we would
surely have grown more fierce. | think alleyways play
the same role as the four seasons. If we rezone our
neighborhoods so that they’re made up of big roads
alone, | think it will change people’s temperament.
Haba: | agree. We need to have places that are all
but impossible to find even when following the direc-
tions on a smartphone map. These days it seems
there’s a real disconnect between knowing and liv-
ing. You can rely on your computer to act as a kind of
external memory that replaces your own, and we no
longer need the kind of people once called “walking
encyclopedias.” With the advance of computeriza-
tion and the proliferation of external storage devices,
everyone now expects an immediate response. |
think there’s been an increase in interpersonal com-
munication that’s utterly perfunctory and interchange-
able instead of irreplaceable. It’s not a very happy
situation. And no matter how many people you’re
connected with through SNS, there’s still a limit to
how many people you can meet or words you can
exchange directly in the course of a day.

Sakamoto: Coming at the issue from a slightly dif-
ferent angle, when | compose music | try to imagine
I’'m doing it for friends. That may sound a bit narrow
in scope, and ever since | was little I've thought quite
a bit about popularity and know this might not seem
the right approach for pop music, but | still feel the
real motivation for wanting to sing, like talking with
you here now, must be something both smaller and
more powerful.

Haba: But | really think it would be great if we could
renew the city little by little based on these unique
relationships we have with irreplaceable people like
close friends and family. At the very least, if we can’t
recover the sense of going a given shop and know-
ing that such-and-such a person will talk to us in a
certain way, then | think we’ll never escape the sense
of dancing to the tune played by the urban machine,
and that’s no way to put down roots in a place. | un-
derstand the insecurity of wanting to be connected
to lots of people, but we’re all alone at the end.
Sakamoto: There are so many things you can only
see when you’re alone, too. The city, and the open
sky, looks completely different.

Tanaami: And why not enjoy the taste of being
alone? That’s certainly where my work is born. Being
alone is a real luxury.

Haba: It's funny how the sense of being alone only
seems to emerge in the presence of other people.
Who feels lonely when out in the country, in the great
outdoors? Solitude is an urban extravagance!




