
 A look at Nobuyoshi Araki’s work : sexual, historic, poetic, political 
and questionable 

       Nobuyoshi Araki was born in Tokyo in 1940. 
He started photographing in the early 60s in a ja-
panese society still used to hiding and keeping se-
crets of the bodies, though representing them in 
multiple forms for centuries. He produced thou-
sands of images, from classic film photographs to 
polaroids, to mixed media and digital imaging. 
The works of Araki have been giving back to a his-
tory of sexuality in Japan and abroad for more 
than 50 years now. Thanks to living practice and a 
perfected eye, his cameras and his social sphere, 
he peaked in representing women in their most in-
timate state : their sensuality and sexuality cap-
tured through a seemingly kind and concerned 
eye (it may not have been the case every time). 
His subject matters explore many themes such as 
the Tokyo underworld, Japanese bondages tradi-
tions, his marital life and his love for his wife, a cer-
tain way of perceiving life, death and sentimentality. 
It’s hard to describe in a few words the photographs 
of this man who never stopped taking pictures. He 
lived through the lens of his cameras, fixing mo-
ments, spirits and essences of people he lived with, 
closed to, communities he observed during a life 
spent studying the power of sexualities and desires. 

Araki and women : a lifelong love infused with power
 
I choose today to write about one side of Araki’s work 
: how he managed to touch the core of how humans 
interact so deeply and spiritually within their own 
sexuality and the one shared with others, publicly or 
not. He worked for several series on the old tradition 
of Ukiyo-e (“images of a floating world”), an ancient 
kind of engraving from the 17th century Japan. More 
specifically, his contemporary pictures are heritages 
of a sub-culture of the figurative pieces, Bijin-ga being 
“images of beautiful women”. Usually, they repre-
sent geishas during the act of sex, or before, or after. 

In his practice, Araki did not stop at the beautiful and 
cinetic aspect of women he captured the images of, 
he transcended them. In other words, he used the 
medium of the photograph to evolve past the signifi-
cance of the sexualized woman, the professional gei-
sha to give them more matter, a deepness visible in their 
eyes, their postures, so strong and determined. Most 
of the photographers known for their interest towards 
the imagery of sex are reduced to it. Let’s just think 
about Robert Mapplethorpe or Helmut Newton, Annie 
Leibovitz or Nan Goldin, ; often these artists were ostracized by the public opinion at first, their 
look upon sexuality being too much for very politically correct national and cultural agendas. 

There are reasons to say that Araki was far from perfect as a professional. Kaori, a model who 
used to pose for Araki, declared he treated her as an object for years, and whilst doubts about 
his pure professionalism have been emerging, “He has been fined on obscenity charges in 
Japan, and while some critics consider him a maestro, others deem his work pornography”. 
Erotic art, to me, cannot be only this, it has to be connected to various aspects and\or percep-
tions of the human experience. Because the female body and the sexuality are at the center 
of it, it is essential to think past appearances and questions the intentions and results of the 
artworks. The reason why we end up naked or sensually open to someone else deserves to be 
studied in more than one way. Araki tried to do that throughout his different series, and though 
he succeeded in a formal, artistic way, he failed, several times as a respectful human being. 
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Kinbaku-bi : “The beauty of tight binding” or Araki’s view 
on Japanese bondage 
The tradition of tight binding such as the one Araki has 
explored for decades comes from the Edu era at the be-
ginning of the 17th century. Binding at the time was used 
to torture, to impeach freedom of express and movement 
to the person being binded. 
Nowadays, the art of binding has blossomed in the pri-
vate sphere of couples, special relationships usually based 
on consensual power dynamics. At the beginning of his 
career as a photographer, Araki was wandering between 
the tiny hidden streets of Tokyo at night, going from one 
sex club to another, searching who knows what really, but 
founding a kind of truth that he shared beautifully. During 
those moments of flannerie, he met women, models who 
he shot hundreds of image of. 

In its series Kinbaku, pu-
blished in 2003, a special 
bond emerges from the 
model’s eyes, directing 
looking at the camera, as if 
she was daring him to keep 
going, to objectify her. At 
the same time, the way her 
body is turned towards him, 
in this close centered shot, 
shows the proximity and 
the chivalry of the intent 
itself : it looks like he wants 
to show the powers both of 
the camera and the wo-
man binded. Our glance 
travels from her dark pupils 
to her kimono down to her 
breasts, binded but screa-
ming for attention. There is 
also a component of anger, 
an expression that leads us 
to interrogate the specific 
mood of the moment. 

His stance on bondage 
was not to express domi-
nation but, on the contrary, 
will, desire, of the binded 
to be looked at, deeply, 
thoroughly, via the pro-
cess of photography. Of 
course we cannot supress 
the dominant side of this 
practice, designed at the 
beginning to force obe-
dience from the binder 
upon the binded. There 
is no absolute truth within 
sexuality as there is not in 
Araki’s work, constantly 
navigation through a world 
of skin, sex and sweat 
where only the direct pro-
tagonists know the real im-
plications of their actions. 

Unfortunately, we usually hear or are shown Araki’s side of the story, invisibilizing 
the women stories, and  their necessary addition to a one-sided masculine nar-
rative. Nobuyoshi Araki’s photographs do not aim to give back a unique image 

of what sexuality and Kinbaku look like or feel like. On the contrary, the fact that 
he never stopped capturing those subjects highlights a will to keep thinking about 

them, analyzing, opening perspectives.

The male gaze of Araki : a complex narrative of power 

As a woman, I related instantly while observing the earliest photographs of Araki, women 
wearing bondages cords and traditional kimonos, glances of seriousness and ô so erotic 
eyes, looking straight through Araki’s camera. I wondered the relationship between he and 
his models, did he know them ? Did he touch them ? Did he desired them ? What was he 
relationship with them as a man and artist ? 
It is strange to be faced to a work that goes beyond the limits of what is supposed to be pri-
vate, or so intimate that sometimes it feels weird to see it mediated through art. The number 
of women he took pictures of is outstanding and thus a fact draws itself : it is thanks to the 
women and models that Araki’s work is known so widely nowadays. 
Earlier this year, just before the opening of the Araki Exhibit “The incomplete works of Araki” 
at the Museum of Sex in New-York city, Kaori, a model who worked with the photographer 
for 16 years, came out with allegations of unpaid work, undisclosed publications of her pic-
tures and abuse of power. Throughout his career, it seems that Araki, alongside a crowd of 
male artists, once again have benefited unfairly of being male to use women’s bodies and 
image to succeed in whatever goal they had in mind. 
 
Moreover, often these unconsented actions are done without an informed conscience, 
then denied publicly or, if acknowledged, swept away as mistakes of the past or worse, 
misunderstandings. The role of women as muses, collaborators, professionals, may they be 
in the public eye or not, must be recognized more in the art world. 
As Michio Hayashi said, “There has been no public discourse 
about this structural problem within the industry and the photo-
grapher-model relationship.” 

The global movement of disclosing what has been happening between men and women 
in terms of harassment in the entertainment industry hasn’t yet reached as spectacularly 
the globality of the arts spheres. There is though a wind blowing in this direction as Kaori 
opens up a path for women to speak up and, gradually, deconstruct the myth of male 
artists loving and respecting their so-called “muses”. In an article in Now Toronto, Chris 
Rattan writes about how exposing the complexities of both understanding an artwork 
and being aware of abuses or violence on the artist’s part in museal institutions, can bring 
change in this conversation. Indeed, we have to ask ourselves again the eternal question
whether the art is separated from the artist. 

The #metoo movement, however we understand it, is leading a way that 
cannot be taken backwards, hopefully, if it keeps being more and more 

inclusive. To the power dynamics already visible in Araki’s work are added a 
deeper meaning now knowing that he was used to overcome the bounda-

ries set with women. 
In other words, it gives us additional knowledge to look at his photographs through a 
double lens : on one hand we see the admirer, the artist paying tribute to his culture, to 
the power of the feminine and its extension in sexuality ; on the other hand, the man, the 
masculine entity perpetuating centuries of objectifying women and taking his gaze and 
talent for granted in the name of art, and being praised for it
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READ MORE : 
Can a Feminist Embrace 
Araki?
By Russet Lederman

Kinbaku (Bondage) 2003
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