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About the Work (Rewritten in 2015)
Kyoko Ebata

A super-aging society is approaching. I feel bad
hearing old people saying that they’re “Trying
hard not to bother people.” I wonder what it is
like to die alone. I'm not sure how to get old.
But it is a real pleasure to be welcomed while

visiting their houses.

When a gardener came to my house, he told me
“An old man in the flat next door seems to be
sleeping. T am not sure if he is dead or alive.” He
looked scared. But I did not know the old man
at all and figured that he must have seen the old
man taking a nap or something. The flat cannot
be seen unless I go to the edge of my garden
where I don’t usually go, and time went by. I had
a chance to take a look at the flat and discovered
that the piles of old things in his garden were all
gone,c leaned up . I wondered if he had really
passed away. I regretted that I had not had a
look and said hello, perhaps called the police or
something. It is indeed, the question, “If a tree
falls in a forest and no one is around to hear it,

does it make a sound?"

As people age, elements of human nature get

condensed little by little. The impression of
these elements is striking. Similarly, time goes
by slowly IN THE ROOM belonging to the
person; their abstract inner world and their
physicality and trajectory become more visible.
The ceremonial aspect of everyday life’s gestures
can be sensed and that which is imagined can be

mind blowing.

The room becomes a self-contained microcosm
with a distorted temporal axis. When parts of
accumulated time make movements in the crust
of time, it reveals a forgotten time. But as soon
as the forgotten memory appears in the present,
it seems to freeze right in its place again and
stay there, perhaps forever. Some parts have
been touched often, but some parts have not
been touched for a long time. In this space, an
untouched tool loses its meaning and becomes a

blank object.

The fact that the room belongs to an old person
inspires imagination about his or her long
life. By adding the owner of the room into

the picture, the recognition of it would pusy

away the viewer to imagine beyond. The work
captures the moment when meanings float

in the air reflecting our ambivalent image of
aging. Sometimes, it looks like trendy fashion,
mixing styles from different generations. There
is an invisible time in the gaps between objects
in the picture, which is cut off from past and

FUTURE.

Stories around the project

I have been asked very often why I make this
work. I'wanted for the work to be able to stand
on its own and didn’t want to talk about the
personal background to the work, but after
continuing the project for quite a while, I have
decided to offer the background and process

of the project in words. Thinking back, I have
to admid that the reason I started to make

this series is my family. After my father had a
stroke, I felt he wanted to die. I understood but
I wanted him to live because I love him. T was
not sure why one has to get old and sick and

to suffer. And my memory of my grandparents
is significant, since I've moved into the house
where my grandparents used live and where

many other people must have had an influence.

I was WORKING ON a different project and
visited an old lady living alone in Vienna. I took
a picture of the room. I really liked it because I
liked the retro style. One picture was attractive
and I wondered why for a long time. Later I
realised that the picture was interesting because
the room belongs to an old person. Since then

I have been looking around the world for views

which I haven’t seen before.

When my grandmother was still around, I used
to be summoned by her once a year. She always
really enjoyed meeting me and wouldn’t stop
talking until the evening. Then we'd have dinner
and I'd go home. She always talked about her
good old times. It was almost the same every
time, although I could see embroidered details
being influenced by TV gossip shows. Her life
was blessed. All her friends died and she was a
little lonesome but she had worked hard all her

life keeping her chin up.

I have to admit I thought “here it comes again”
every time she started to talk, but it was only

a once a year ritual, so I sat tight and listened.
While she was talking I had nothing to do so

I was looking around the room and noticed
that the room was almost the same every time.

There was a very sharp old fruit knife sharpened



and left many years ago. The knife was getting
blacker every time I saw it. I felt strange that the
knife was there for many years. I guess one day

she had cut a fruit and then left it there.

When she died, I asked my aunt who used to live
with her for permission to take pictures of my
grand mother’s room. I felt bad taking pictures
of a room belonging to the dead. It was like I
was violating the divine. While I was taking
pictures, I thought about my grandmother and
how much her family suffered from looking after
her. Suddenly, I realise the objects I was taking
pictures of were mementos, and I could ask to
have them. Then all the objects started to look
like mountains of treasure. I started to feel sick
at myself and was exhausted by the time I finish

it.

My father had a stroke after I graduated from
UNIVERSITY AND came back to Japan. I
think it was around Christmas. He told me his
arm felt numb. But I didn’t take him seriously,
telling him that he must have had too much to
drink again. He used to drink a lot. At night, I
heard my mother screaming. But this again is
not that unusual so I ignored her. But I heard
my mother screaming and kicking my father

saying “Wake up!” It sounded serious so I went

to have a look. My father was lying on the floor
in the living room, looking like he had wet
himself. His eyes were totally gone. I realised it
was extremely serious and called an ambulance.
It was the first time in my life to experience such
a thing. I felt bad to have thought that he might
have just drunk too much as usual. “Hello. I
wasn't sure if I should call bu...”: talking to the
operator I confirmed that it was serious. I was
told that I should not move his body. We went
into the ambulance. My father woke up and got
violent wanting to go to the bathroom. He was
restrained. A doctor told us that the part of the
brain which controls language had suffered a
heamorage and it was impossible to conduct any

operation. I thought my father’s life was over.

For my father’s honour, he is a wonderful

man and I love him. He was working for a big
company and must have been quite successful.
Everybody loves him. His nick name at work was
“Ebata, the Buddha”. He can strike words which
one needs at the very moment when one needs
them, even after he got sick. He is very kind man
and constantly thinking about the next joke he

has to crack.

His favourite line of joke goes: I was crossing

death’s river (Buddhism’s) and saw a man wearing

a white cloth. T asked him “are you the Christ”?
The man answered “Jesus” (in Japanese, “Jesus”

is pronounces like “Yes”).

One day he took me to see the movie “Touch”,
a story of young love and baseball. T brought a
tape recorder to the cinema and recorded the
movie for a memento. After coming back home,
I played back the tape, and realise there were
noises over the movie conversation. It was my
father crying. I found it a bit embarrassing and
stopped playing it. It is a complicated feeling to

confront my farther’s weakness.

After a while, he came back home from hospital.
I knew he wanted to die although he never said
so. I don’t want him to die because he is my
father and I love him. But if T were him I'd want
to die. It must be painful that his mind and body
do not work properly and he has to rely on other
people. I did not understand why a sick old man
has to go on living. The contemporary state led
by medical development is not “natural”. People
who would have been dead in a “natural state”
can survive nowdays. I myself am not that strong
and wouldn’t have been here if it were 100

years ago. But I am here now. Wonderful things
happen. Mt. Fuji is beautiful every morning. The

sunset amazes me every evening. So I guess life

is a miracle as it is. We are so lucky to be alive. It
is fortunate to have someone who does not want
to have you dead, and fortunate for me to not
have someone who I want to be dead. But still I
couldn’t find a good reason that he has to live. It

was my ego that wanted him to live.

When I visit him at the adult daycare centre,

I imagine he was a good boy when he was a
child. He looks a little troubled surrounded by
old ladies. When he recognises me he smiles.

At first, I really did not like seeing him there.
There are special smells in the atmosphere. My
father is surrounded by demented people and
treated like a child. He is entertained with short
quizes, doodling and craft making for children.
My father loves high art and knows the value of
really good things. I was thinking deep down
that it is so rude to treat him with such rubbish.
Having gone around many facilities for the
elderly, I notice at private day care places, they
call the elderly by their first names in the manner
of calling children. This is rude in the Japanese
language and I felt it very farfetched to say that
this is respecting the aged. Having said that, I
imagine it must be really tough looking after

these people every day. It must be easier to treat

them like children.



After 10 years, I got used to the state of my
father and T guess it is the same for him. T don’t
think about it that intensely anymore. He does
drawings with little texts at the day care and they
are wonderful. He can draw and his handwriting
used to be superb so the trace that remains of
these abilities is very moving. A child cannot do
this. There is definitely a beauty only a broken
adult can create. The essence of the loving
quality of my father is still there. I would like

to hold a show of his works one day. However I
hardly go back to my parents, taking everything
for GRANTED as always.

My father used to edit a well known photography
magazine. In my childhood, he used to tell me
so-and-so photorgpher is amazing, such-and-
such series of work is extraordinary, so, since

this was a world close at hand but not mine, I
had some sort of resistance towards the world

of photography. I simply wanted to do different
things than my father. The closed atmosphere;

a group of men talking about machines using
weird codes, old and rigid attitudes that a
photography has to be and work in a certain
way, and a complicated feeling towards nude
pictures; all of these put me off and I never
fancied taking pictures. I was introduced to
media art through digital video, when I thought

of a project to collect pictures from people, I had

to take pictures because no one sent me pictures,
and I started to enjoy taking pictures. I feel like
I have enter the world of photography through
a backdoor. In the end, I love the complicated
things within a picture. Recently I found in
my shed an original copy of Nobuyoshi Araki’s
BOOK “Sentimental Journey” signed to my
father, and I was very much moved. When I
had seen the series in museums, to me they were
pictures of a woman who was in a bad mood. I
thought “No wonder. If T had such a husband,
I would be in a bad mood too”. When I was
studying in London, his book on nudes was
famous and every time I'd go to book shop, the
book stood out. Around that time, Japanese
culture was in fashion and we were welcomed
but at the same time, I was worried that people
thought I was perhaps like a geisha. It was a
typical reaction to life abroad that suddenly a
stereotype from one’s country is added to one’s
identity. But I felt awaked that I was told I am
not like other Japanese people, that I am not
passive, or at other times that I am so Japanese
and passive, and so on. So the hard core nude
photography by the only Japanese author in
the book shop was a bit too much for a stupid
and fragile girl. Tt seems now that I am ready to
fully face up to photography. It might be that I

have just gotten out of the long tunnel of this

rebellious phase. There are many mountains that

I want to climb.

About the Title

The title “The Gamekeeper’s Jam Cellar” comes
from a imaged scene that represents the whole
idea of this project. The Japanese title sounds like
an old translation of foreign literature and has

a hint of the awkwardness of translated words.
The scene goes: you go into the woods and find
an old gamekeeper’s shed. You open the door.
The door makes a noise and you jump a bit. But
when you look up there are GLASS containers
lined up filled with marmalade, gooseberry jam
and all sorts of nice things. There could be a
bottle of golden plum liqueur. The light from
the gaps between the wooden slats of the walls
hits the bottles and the jam shines like jewels.
The bottles are covered with grey dust and look a
bit not-so-convincing for eating, But you bring a
bit of courage together and stick your finger into

one and taste it. The jam melts in your mouth.
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Kyoko EBATA

Artist. Lives and works in Tokyo.

Selected Shows and Awards:
2010 Aichi Triennale
2010 Curatorial Exhibition Competition
2010 The First Mediterranean Biennial of
Contemporary Art, Haifa
2009 Samzie Space, Bilateral Exchange Residency
Program of Tokyo Wonder Site
2006 Culture of Fear, Halle 14, Leipzig
2006 The 11th International Studio Program,
the ACC Galerie and the City of Weimar
2005 New Public Competition Show,
Hiroshima City Museum of Contemporary Art
2004 MEDIARENA: contemporary art from Japan,
the Govett-Brewster Art Gallery, New Zealand
2002 Young Video Artist Initiatives,
Mori Art Museum
1997 BA Art and Art History,
Goldsmiths' College, UNIVERSITY OF London
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