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I begin with an admission. One of the most interesting essays ever written by John Szarkowski was his introduction 
to William Eggleston’s Guide. I find it so fascinating because, although Szarkowki could intuitively see the merit in 
Eggleston’s work, I think he also found it baffling and difficult to pin down in writing. And his essay explores this 
sense of puzzlement, his search for understanding. I feel the same about Lieko Shiga’s new book, SPIRAL COAST/
album, which I think is quite special – and yet I’m not absolutely certain why. 

Lieko Shiga has become the rising star of Japanese photography by employing a completely different style to 
everybody’s favourite Japanese photographer, Rinko Kawauchi. Whereas Kawauchi is serene and understated in her 
approach, Shiga is flamboyant and expressionist, unafraid to deploy every technical trick in the book, using both the 
documentary and the staged photograph approaches. Her imagery does not so much display a style as flaunt a 
sensibility. And that sensibility is poetic, ebullient, and endlessly inventive, certainly not that of a shrinking violet. She 
first came to attention with her book Lagoon in 2008, and now looks set to cement her reputation with her new, 
ambitious project, Spiral Coast. 

The Spiral Coast project (which currently stands at three books) derives from the period, beginning in 2008, when 
Shiga went to live in the small community of Kitakama, in Japan’s Miyagi Prefecture. She was invited to become the 



village photographer, which meant recording the religious festivals and other community events marking the year’s 
passage. Kitakama lies in an area of sand dunes and pine trees, designated by Shiga as the ‘Spiral Coast’, and these 
became a great inspiration for her work, although nature was to prove problematic. The area was badly hit by the 
earthquake and tsunami of 2011. Shiga lost her studio and many images she had made of the community. Far worse, 
Kitakama lost some sixty souls out of the 107 families residing there, and the village was flattened. 

SPIRAL COAST/album might therefore be said to perform a memorialising function, although that is to simplify what 
is an extremely complex work. Frequently, photography is an act of claiming and holding on to something – 
memories, evidence, relationships, the world. Here, the medium certainly does seem to fulfil that brief, although in 
this case it is an act of reclamation – an act of remembrance and reflection before life inevitably carries on. 

Shiga does this in an extremely proactive way; this is no passive process. She does not so much record the world as 
remake it. She does not so much fabricate photographs as inhabit them. From this one might gather that Shiga is no 
realist photographer. The other two books that comprise the Spiral Coast project deal more directly with the 
community of Kitakam, but the ‘trippy’ album (to use the Sixties vernacular) is the most personal, the poetic flight of 
fancy. 

And it certainly is a dark poetry. Shiga’s images seem to be taken mainly in the gloaming, and the whole ambient 
feeling is one of darkness and uncertainty. Nothing is what it seems. Many of the pictures are dark, murky even. 
Shiga likes to shoot at night with a flash that doesn’t quite cover the frame, producing an unsettling vignetting 
effect. So in many of the pictures the image seems only half there – fugitive, tantalisingly ineffable – like a vague 
memory. 

The book is full of phantasms and shadows, from the flickering, poignant images of damaged snapshots rescued 
from the flood to the references – in flowers and funerals to the uncertainty of life – exemplified in a repeated image 
of a washed-up corpse on the beach. Yet, amidst this gloom, there is also a strangely ecstatic element. Shiga is 



almost as much land artist or sculptor as photographer, and one of the book’s central metaphors is where she takes a 
pine branch and by sweeping makes spiral and other patterns in the sand, which may echo the meditative function, 
and the daily sweeping of the famous Zen garden of Ryan-ji in Kyoto. 
 
Like many significant photobooks, SPIRAL COAST/album seems as much about the photographer’s relationship with 
photography as her relationship with the world. It seems that Shiga is not so much utilising photography to examine 
her relationship with the world, but rather using the world to explore her relationship with photography. Although of 
course she cares for the world and in particular the community of Kitakama. Yet her imagery’s singularity and 
flamboyance makes her one of the most expressionist photographers I have seen, and that makes me uncomfortable 
with them (in a good way), as I am not normally well disposed towards pictorialism, and Shiga’s work at root is a kind 
of contemporary pictorialism. 

One of photography’s challenges is that it deals with the literal, the material. If you want to use the medium to talk 
about things you cannot see in the world, like feelings, relationships, or memories, you have to find a way of 
bending it – usually by employing, to paraphrase Walker Evans, “not only metaphor and symbol, but paradox and 
play and oxymoron.” 

Shiga does this by constructing not only a dense and elliptical narrative, full of blind alleys, repetition, and doubling 
back, but also a panoply of formal photographic strategies – ranging from the semi-abstraction of the distressed 
snapshots, painted and drawn over photographs, double exposures, and cross processing to create strange colour 
distortions. Hardly one photograph is like another, but this remarkable book is held together by Shiga’s singular 
sensibility – elegiac, meditative, gloomy, playful, and ecstatic by turns. The result is a gigantic, ambitious, mood 
piece, but a very superior if somewhat baffling one. ♦ 
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