
“Dear Stranger” a series by Shizuka Yokomizo, 1999. I was particularly 
drawn to one powerful image from the series featured above. Yokomizo sent 
letters out to complete strangers.   The letter began “Dear Stranger, I am an 
artist working on a photographic project which involves people I do not 
know…. I would like to take a picture of you standing in your front room from 
the street in the evening” The stranger is instructed in the letter that if they do 
not want to participate then to close their curtains at the time indicated in the 
letter. If they agree the subject is asked to stand in their front room, wearing 
their normal clothes. The photographs are taken at night so the subjects 
cannot really see the photographer outside. As the subject does not know 
when exactly the photo will be taken they are not posed, unsure of the artists 
motivations, they show their unease. The letter continues “strangers we will 
remain to each other.”

Rolande Barthes in Writing degree zero.  Talks of how writing gave away the 
period it was written in due to its style.  “A language is therefore on the hither 
side of Literature.  Style is almost beyond it: imagery, delivery, vocabulary 
spring from the body and the past of the writer and gradually become the very 
reflexes of his art.  He notes how “the writers of the Bourgeois periods 
(classical and romantic) were created, literary style could not be divided 
because consciousness was not.”  Yokomizo's image can be read to tell of 
our times, not due to the clothes or buildings but to its referral to globalisation, 
to how we as a people travel and have become more and more distanced 
from our communities, countries and tribes.   Yokomizo chose to photograph 
people who seem to live alone.  
Umberto Eco, theory of open work.   It is as if Umberto Eco was the answer to 
Barthes dilemma of form being controlled by history of writers being limited to 



their society,  Eco’s open style leaves room for different interpretations by 
different cultures and eras of endless meanings and endings.  Finnegans 
wake as an example of this style of work. I believe this image tells us of the 
era it is taken in and yet we can still interpret it in many ways depending on 
our own experiences.  This sentiment is echoed in Xanthe Geyers Correction, 
addition an deletion. She is referring to family images when she says “an 
image  thus often allows for an extended network of narrative to emerge 
through an interactive process of storytelling.  However it is important to note 
that in order for the image to manifest these stories,  the image has to have 
meaning to the viewer (be it personal, cultural or historical) by having 
meaning, the image allows the viewer to see and recognise something in the 
image that is relevant to the self.  I feel this can be extended beyond the 
family image to those images that make us have a sense of kinsman be it due 
to a shared lifestyle, origin or profession to  name a few.  

According to Annette Kuhn in Family memories“Photographs are evidence 
after all. Not that they are to be taken only at face value, nor that they mirror 
the real, nor even that a photograph offers any self evident relationship 
between itself and what it shows. Simply that a photograph can be material 
for interpretation – evidence in that sense: to be solved, like a riddle; read 
and decoded.”  While looking at the image of Shizuoka Yokomizo's “strangers 
series”  I was transported to the street where I grew up.  The punctum (to use 
the term of Rolande barthes )or powerful emotion for me was that it took me 
back to my childhood home.  Why did I feel this  strong emotion while looking 
at the image.  While researching the image later Yokomizo I learn has 
travelled a lot initially Yokomizo's image shows curiosity, into the lives of 
others,  I suspect perhaps a sense of disorientation.  Especially as the title 
states that she is a stranger to her subjects and in her letter which she sent to 
her subjects she signs of “strangers we will remain”   The scene reminded me 
of looking in the window after walking home on a cold evening to the warmth 
and light  of my parents house.    Living so far away from home I believe I 
romanticise it and crave to return there.  This is what the image has 
transmitted to me perhaps a shared experience of displacement from our 
origins. 

Walter Benjamin 1928 said “The illiterates of the future will be the people 
who know nothing of photography rather than those who are ignorant of the 
art of writing.”  There is a sense of isolation in the image.     As the writing of 
today has become more and more visual.  It is those who can read images 
that can best interpret our times. We must learn to read between the lines of 
imagery. There is a sense of isolation and unease in the image.    The artist is 
outside being a clear indication of how she felt.  The uneasiness shown in her 
subjects I feel reflects her own discomfort at times for why else did she 
choose to record this.  There must have been moments where the camera 
could have recorded the appearance of a more relaxed subject.  The way the 



window frames the subject so they seem smaller.  We can scrutinise the 
subject, this could also be interpreted as how one can feel as a foreigner in a 
different town or country.  This psychologic power of an image can be quite 
strong as we have also seen with artists such as Suzanne Opton's Soldier 
and and Rineke Dijkstras series of prepubescent girls. They work because 
they draw on the viewers own personal experience. The same awkwardness 
is evident in Dijkstra images. The subjects insecure of who they are. Suzanne 
Opton has used this psychological power in her photographs of soldiers, she 
lays them with their face on the ground, by doing this she strips them of their 
power to mask their true feelings. They seem more vulnerable. Olena 
Slyesarenko put her subjects under water holding their breath. Slyesarenko 
showed how despite being under water and the discomfort her subjects felt 
they did their best to compose themselves. Reflective of the nature of the 
human being in a changing world, we adapt, adjust and try to compose 
ourselves.

While reflecting on Yokomizo's image and its relevance to my life I began to 
look at how my own work has reflected my sense of disorientation from 
leaving my home town.  I go searching for all things traditional romanticising 
where I came from.  One series of images taken of traditional musicians goes 
further the images are melancholic sad even.  I have taken advantage of 
moments when sad songs were sung or musicians did solos when the 
listeners lost in the music respectfully listen and chosen to record these quiet 
moments of reflections of those around. Like Yokomizo photographing her 
subject showing his discomfort to reflect her own.  I photographed their 
apparent sadness to reflect my own lament. In one photograph also including 
the street outside and the river that runs through the city.  A homage to my 
home town. 

My own images of traditional musicians in Ireland.
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