






BIOGRAPHY

SHŌKŌ HASHIMOTO

1939� Born in Ishinomaki City, Miyagi Prefecture.

1963� Graduates from Nihon University, Art Department, Photography

Section.

1974    “Goze”published by Norasha, for which he receives The Japan

Photography Association Newcomer Award. 

            “Goze” selected in “15 Photographers” exhibition at Tokyo National

Museum of Modern Art. 

1977     “Kusamura” exhibition at Shinjuku Minolta Photo Space. Nominated
for Ihei Kimura award.
1982     Nominated again for Ihei Kimura award for work in Asahi Graphic
magazine on Masuji Ibuse, Shohei Ooka and Gan Tanigawa.
1986     “50 Modern Poets” published by Recruit
1997     Series “Portraits of Tanka Poets” in “Asahi Tanka” 
2004     Series of “Haiku poets” in “Haiku Kai”
2004     Begins photographing series “Kitakami River with a Trailer” for Higashi
Nippon Broadcasting Company 30 Year anniversary. 
2005     Resulting “Great River of the North” programme wins 3rd place in
competition among 36 broadcasting companies of Japan.
2005    “Kitakami River” published by Shunpusha

2011     Starts photographing the disaster areas of the Great East Japan

earthquake centred around home town of Ishinomaki.(Photo book is scheduled

to be published by Shumpusha in September, 2014.)

2013    “Goze” exhibition at Zen Foto Gallery, Tokyo

2014    “Goze” exhibition at Zeit-Foto Salon, Tokyo

2014    “Nishiyama Onsen – Empire of Nakedness” exhibition at Zen Foto

Gallery, Tokyo

*********************

GOZE

THE POINT OF SHOOTING "GOZE"

From March 1972 to May 1973 I took photographs for the “Nagaoka Goze”.
(The other main group of Goze in the province of Echigo were the "Takada
Goze".) The blind Kaneko Seki and Nakashizu Misao, both 60 years old, and
their guide Sekiya Hana, 61, were earning a living that led them away from
home: they were playing the shamisen (a three-stringed instrument, akin to



the banjo) in the small villages of the Echigo in Niigata prefecture, starting out
their journey from their home in Koshijimachi, Santo district.  

Niigata prefecture consists of several districts, such as Kitauonuma,
Minamiuonuma, Koide, Ojiya, Nagaoka, Izumozaki, Santo, Kashiwazaki,
Kariwa. I am really grateful to the three goze for allowing me to stay in their
various lodgings along these well-frequented lands twice that year. I recall the
local people greeting them with a warm “Gozenbosa youkorashita no
shi” (Goze-san, welcome! Good to see you again). The goze would sing
traditional folk songs door-to-door. When they visited Tohjiba (a Japanese
healing spa), people would ask them to sing old dramatic pieces like “Kuzu no
ha”. Since an income of five portions of rice was very heavy to carry, they went
to the shop at the gate of the village and exchanged the rice for 1000 yen,
then used the cash to buy wheat flour. 

Sharing the travels of these women afflicted by blindness imbued me with a
certain special impression of Niigata. In April 1973, the second time I took
pictures, when parting from the village of Kamijou in the suburbs of Izumozaki,
Kaneko-san asked me if I could give her 1000 yen. I wanted to shoot
photographs of goze as ordinary people carrying on their day-to-day life within
this world. 

Shōkō Hashimoto
  May 2013 

**********

END OF THE ROAD

Last song for Japan's blind women musicians

A 400-year Japanese folk tradition was brought to a quiet close recently when
the last two traveling "goze," blind women musicians, left the road for the last
time. The changing times and advancing age finally caught up with Seki
Kaneko, 65, and Misao Nakashizu, 67, who retired this spring after 50 years of
wandering from village to village in the snowy Japan Sea area of Niigata
prefecture. Their departure brings an end to one more group of the rapidly
dwindling number of musicians, storytellers, players and priests who, over the
centuries, have earned their daily sustenance by displaying their skills to
farmers and villagers, during endless journeys through the country.

Misao, the third daughter in a family of nine children, was blinded by measles
at the age of four. At eleven, her parents put her into training as a goze, at
which time she began her long and arduous schooling in the samisen, the
Japanese three-stringed guitar-like instrument. Seki, one of ten children from
a poor Niigata rural family, lost her sight from meningitis at the age of three,
and was apprenticed to a goze the next year. She took up the samisen at
eight, learning by heart the hundreds of folk tunes, local ballads and musical



dramas that were to be her repertoire in her long years on the road. The two
took their first trip together in 1927. 

Joined in 1960 by their guide, Hana Sekiya, 67, the three women, with their
wide-brimmed straw hats, simple traveling kimono, rubber tabi shoes, walking
sticks and samisen became a familiar sight throughout the Niigata area. By
day, they traveled, singing their ancient songs for small contributions of money
and rice in front of the houses they passed by. At night, they stayed in private
lodgings where often local people gathered to hear them sing and play.

The first goze appeared in the Muromachi period more than 400 years ago.
During the 17th and 18th centuries, the number of musicians, and the
sophistication of their music, reached a peak, as the goze received strong
backing from local dan leaders. Even at the end of the 19th century, a goze
group in Nagaoka, Niigata, had 400 members. That membership fell to 70 by
1945, and with the coming of the age of the automobile and television, their
occupation moved rapidly toward extinction. There are now only ten women
with goze experience known to be alive, with Seki and Misao the last remaining
travelers. 

The demise of these wandering musicians has paradoxically been accompanied
by sudden interest in the goze among folklorists and students of folk music.
They have been searched out by university professors wishing to tape their
priceless knowledge of folk music. A documentary film was recently made of
the daily lives and experiences of the goze. Seki and Misao were the subjects
of a television special in 1970. But even after gaining this measure of fame,
the three women continued their wanderings until this year, when Hana was
forced to bow out because of leg trouble. In March, Seki entered a home for
the elderly blind, and Misao joined her there in May after one last sentimental
journey with Hana. 

Folklorist Junzo Murata, in lamenting their retirement, said that all too many
folk artists had been commercialized by mass media attention, but that these
women had been like wild flowers, unaffectedly carrying on their nomadic life.
Seki offered a simple explanation for their reluctance to end their careers in
spite of their age and relative claim to fame, saying, "We never had so much
fun as when we were on the road."

James Abrams, Kyoto
Copley News Service, Tokyo

August 1977

**********

FOR GOZE ARTISTS, MUSIC WAS A LIFE OF SERVITUDE

Walking in a line, hands gently touching the person in front, and guided by
someone able-sighted, blind female entertainers, known as Goze, would travel
up and down Japan, come rain or snow, to play the shamisen and perform



jōruri narrative music. Walking in unimaginable conditions, these women
shared an ethical code and moral commitment that has been captured by
Shōkō Hashimoto in black-and-white photographs.

Born in Ishinomaki in Miyagi Prefecture in 1939, Hashimoto graduated from
Tokyo’s famous photographic department of the Fine Arts Faculty of Nihon
University in 1964, alongside the well-known Takuma Nakahira and Kazuo
Kitai. As his career then began, the Goze were slowly disappearing. Their life
was illustrated at its pinnacle by Utagawa Hiroshige’s Ukiyo-e woodblock series
“Fifty-three Stations of the Tokaido: Customs of the Road” (1845-46), which
depicts traveling monks and Goze on the road, sustaining the spiritual and
social welfare of Edo-period Japan.

Blindness, the result of measles and cataracts then common among children,
led to girls as young as 8-years-old being brought into Goze apprenticeship —
an apprenticeship that would last long into adulthood. Goze groups, managed
by prefectorial guilds, equated professionalism to a tortuous life of travel,
during which they had to take care that they didn’t also become victims of
prostitution and abuse along the way. It was the late ’60s, at a time when
Goze public presence was waning, when Hashimoto gained the trust of several
remaining groups. From beaches and coastlines in the summer, to inland
villages during heavy winters, he followed the groups, observing connections
between people and their landscapes inspired by each Goze performance.

In March 1970, he ventured to Takada in Niigata Prefecture to photograph a
group led by 73-year-old Living National Treasure Kukui Sugimoto, with her
adopted daughter Shizu, and their guide Kotomi Nanba, both aged 56.
Between 1972 and 1973, still in Niigata, he photographed Misao and Seki
Kaneko, both 60, along with their 61-year-old guide Hana Sekiya — all three of
whom were from Koshiji and Mishima, villages that later merged becoming
outlying areas of Nagaoka.

In the city of Shibata in 1974, Hashimoto documented Misu Tsuchida, a women
who had successfully “strayed” from Goze to start a family of her own.
However, after the tragic loss of both her husband and their child, she had
returned to perform solo. Photographs capture her alone and hungry as she
adjusts to life without the aid of others. These images are the rawest form of
social document imaginable. They are part of recent social history that remains
almost unnoticed. 

Hashimoto may not have received the same attention as his contemporaries
Nakahira and Kitai, yet his photographs, despite their theme of continued loss,
maintain a vitality that is immediately apparent. They serve as a record and
reminder that any continued loss will at least no longer go unrecognized.

Stuart Munro
Japan Times

April 2014



NISHIYAMA ONSEN

Nishiyama Onsen
happy hot spring
Empire of Nakedness

Day after day
We are fried we are sautéed
Dancing on a hotplate
Such is our life

Sitting in the large bath in bright afternoon sunlight, a small towel barely
covering her modesty, a fat-bottomed lady sings out heartily. After
acknowledging her applause it's the turn of our immaculate soprano to sing “A
Woman's Virtue”, by The Tonosama Kings.  She sings with eyes closed and
both hands held out as if drunk.  The others listen intently. White flesh shines
through the translucent water. In their 50s, 60s, 70s, these ladies are so
young. Not to be outdone, the precious few men sing traditional songs which
resonate into the rafters.

Nishiyama Onsen is in Hayakawa town in the Minamikoma region of Yamanashi
Prefecture. Back in 1974, it was a two-hour bus ride from 
Minobu Station on the Minobu Line. As the train followed the Hayakawa
tributary of the Fuji River, we saw from the window that this was an archetypal
onsen region. The bus route was opened in 1955. Before then, the bus only
reached as far as the southern part. The population of ten thousand halved
during the next fifteen years. The area was almost entirely forested, and there
were very few cultivated fields. Despite this sharp depopulation, this small
town had been able to build ten hydro-electric dams, accounting for almost
half the generating capacity of the entire prefecture. The dam construction left
behind paved roads that were wide enough for buses.
  
So Nishiyama Onsen grew, despite the severe depopulation, thanks to the
opening of the bus route. People from neighbouring villages and districts came,
but also parties of local ladies returning from their homes in the suburbs of
Tokyo and Saitama, and groups of local men returning from jobs elsewhere,
staying for 10, 20 days or a month of rest and recuperation, in long-stay self-
catering accommodations.

Two sisters in their seventies, Riu Arino and Iso Arino, had come from the
neighbouring village of Shirane, and there was no sign of them returning
home. One of their sons would bring rice, miso, vegetables, and they joked
that their day-to-day onsen life would never end.  

The ground floor of this three storey wooden building was for self-catering.
Pans and plates were carried upstairs and downstairs, but always slowly. They
said it was good for strengthening their legs and backs. There was plenty of
time for bathing, sleeping, walking, or for a party.



I got friendly with Kimiko Hada, who was in her early fifties and had come from
Fuji Yoshida City. She was called the telephone lady. There were no telephones
in the rooms, but there were extensions dotted about each floor. No-one
stayed in their rooms, except when sleeping. Every night, Kimiko's husband
would call after his evening drink.

“Calling Mrs Hada from Fuji Yoshida City ~~ ”, “Please pick up from the nearest
handset ~~” would be the cry. Then Kimiko, our darling soprano diva, would
get teased with: “Here's your daily service call”.
Mrs Hada was one of our three war widows. All three had raised fatherless
children after the war.

Tomoko Miyashita had survived by selling belt strings for kimono obi. Isa and
Itsue Katsumata had worked hard as weavers. Kimiko was a good twelve-year
cycle younger than them, and complained that her son refused to carry on the
weaving business, to the annoyance of her stubborn husband. Apart from the
problems between father and son, she went on to talk about her problems with
her daughter-in- law. Next to her, Aunt Riu started to tell of how she had to
leave her first son with her mother-in-law when she went to work in the fields.
“When I got back home, my baby's head had been shaven. His hair was thin,
and I had not expected it to grow fast. I was so dis-appointed when I got
home. My mother-in-law said the more you shaved them the thicker their hair
would grow, but she did it without telling me, and it was such a shock when I
got home.” But the story was sixty years old.

Hiromi Endo was in her fifties, with the most beautiful skin. We were in her
room, with a young girl and an older man from Iwasa Onsen on the Chuo Line,
and three older ladies from Shimizu City, and we were having a grand time.
The empty beer cans were neatly lined up in a row. “Listen to this well, young
Isawa” said big sister, as she sang “Kobushi” for her.

Wake the geisha gently if you please
Look well and roll your kimono sleeves
Our mountain of Three Kingdoms is Fuji
see it from Suruga (Shizuoka) not from Kai (Yamanashi)

We all gather at 8pm, and scurry along to Kimiko's room, as agreed. This was
my first experience as guest at an onsen party.

Always familiar faces at Nishiyama Onsen. Tonight we will sing again,
surrounded by the tiles of the big bath in this empire of nakedness.

Shōkō Hashimoto
Asahi Camera

June 1974

Camera: Minolta X, lenses: Rokkor 24mm F2.8, 50mm F1.4, film: Tri-X



**********

Nishiyama Onsen was packed with pleasure trippers.

This healing hot spring in the far western part of Hayakawa, Minamikoma
District in Yamanashi Prefecture in 1974 was a two hour bus ride from Kofu up
into the Hayakawa tributary of the Fuji River. People would come from nearby
Yamanashi and Shizuoka, but also parties of local ladies returning from homes
in the suburbs of Tokyo and Saitama and groups of local men, staying for ten,
twenty days or sometimes a month of care or treatment, in long-stay self
catering.

Each year would see familiar faces come back to bathe, to sing, to dance and
to eat and live together. I often used to visit onsen nearby Lake Tazawa in
Aomori, including Tsuru-no-yu, Tae-no-yu, Kuro-yu, also Nyuto-onsenkyo in
Akita and Dai-yu and Tochiomata in Niigata. Far removed from any daily
routine. In spring I would draw on the vigor from the mountain plants; in
winter I would walk in snowshoes on the Lake Tazawa plateau and sip drops of
water melting from the pine trees in the morning sun.

Hearing of Nishiyama Onsen being fairly easily accessible from the Chuo Line
out of Tokyo, I made my way there. It had a big bath with tiled walls inside a
three storey wooden structure, and was packed with people taking their bath
before bedtime. An empire of nakedness. In the morning bath an old lady lies
on her belly enjoying the rising sun; after lunch in the bright sunshine a fat-
bottomed madame sings “Oyoge-tai-yaki-kun”; a group of ladies belt out “A
Woman`s Virtue” from “Tonosama Kings”. Bold battalions of butt-naked ladies
in their 60s and 70s, youthful skin all dazzling white.

With a towel covering my camera, letting the lens acclimatize to the steamy
atmosphere, I start my shoot!

“Hey you, photographer, sing us a song!” they say.

We get friendly after two or three days, I share a meal with them and get
invited to their room for more celebrations. The week passed very quickly.

Shōkō Hashimoto


