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Hiroshi Sugimoto's artistic representation of time and memory in his photographs

Introduction
Artist background introduction
[image: IMG_256]Hiroshi Sugimoto (Figure 1) was born in Tokyo, Japan in 1948. He is a famous photographer and artist, known as the last modernist. At the prestigious private Christian school Rikkyo Middle School (today Rikkyo Shinza High School), he received Western art education such as oil painting and sculpture, and was influenced by art since childhood. After graduating from college, he studied in the United States. From 1970 to 1972, he studied photography at the Art Center College of Design in Los Angeles. His photographic creations combine Eastern and Western history, philosophy and aesthetics, and the shooting process and final work are very thoughtful. His works convey a sense of tranquility and are mostly in black and white. The bleak picture seems lifeless and far away from the fireworks of the world, but the thoughts and the sense of peace conveyed in it seem to make people merge with time.Figure 1: Hiroshi Sugimoto


He claims to be a photographer from the Song Dynasty, and his works are full of Zen connotations, allowing people to gain rare peace when viewing them. Many people have commented that Hiroshi Sugimoto's works have built a bridge between Chinese and Western cultures. This description is very appropriate. Born in Japan, he studied in the United States and lived in the United States for a long time, so he was able to examine Eastern civilization in the atmosphere of Western culture and was good at combining Eastern culture with Western technology. He pursues Zen Buddhism and presents it through artistic means. In his works, viewers can gain not only artistic beauty, but also thinking and understanding of issues of time and memory. It is no exaggeration to say that Hiroshi Sugimoto is Japan's national treasure-level contemporary photography artist. He stands from a realistic perspective and uses photos to try to understand the distant history and everyone who lived in this once real history.

Guidance on personal doubts
Sugimoto's works usually do not directly depict the real world, but use abstract methods to arouse the audience's imagination and thinking. The work often uses blurred, overlapping or distorted images to create a visual effect that goes beyond traditional photography. Sugimoto's abstraction and ambiguity are often used to express discussions of time and memory. This abstract aesthetic makes his work both visually appealing and deeply meaningful. The "Theaters" series of works captures the changes of time in the cinema through static and macroscopic images, making the image a carrier of time and recording the time the audience spends in the theater. The "Seascapes" series uses long-exposure techniques to capture the movement of waves, creating a blurry and soft wave effect. This ambiguity not only emphasizes the flow of the waves, but also visually blurs the passage of time. This style attempts to capture the subtle relationship between the moment and eternity. However, "Theaters" is a bit vague and too abstract in its deep understanding of time and memory. The blur effect in the "Seascapes" series is too strong, making it difficult for the audience to understand the theme or emotion of the work. This will result in the audience not being able to find the exact information. It's a little abstract and a little difficult to resonate with emotionally.

Research questions raised
Hiroshi Sugimoto once said: "Memory is an incredible thing." Because as adults, we rarely remember what happened yesterday, but in our impressions we can clearly recall a certain moment in childhood. A brief moment. In his works, Hiroshi Sugimoto incorporates his childhood memories in a gentle and metaphorical way, and expresses his awe of history and his understanding of it. He seems to want to use this method to allow every viewer to evoke the memories of the past sealed in their own minds and retain them as precious information in life.
Time and memory are eternal themes in human culture and artistic creation. The complexity of these themes is widely expressed in artworks, where photography is widely used by artists as a medium to capture moments and convey emotions. In this context, Hiroshi Sugimoto stands out with his Seascapes and Theaters series. This paper aims to deeply explore the relationship between time and memory in Hiroshi Sugimoto's works, and how his unique expression techniques affect the audience's perception of time and memory.














Analyze the abstractness and ambiguity of the work
The abstract expression of the movie screen in "Theaters"
While filming the "Diorama" series in the mid-1970s, the idea of exposing a film flashed in Hiroshi Sugimoto's mind, and soon he captured the scene he imagined in a cheap theater in Manhattan's East Village: dazzling The screen was overexposed and turned into the white color of photographic paper. The theater decoration, which was originally in darkness, was fully exposed under the weak but long-lasting light, revealing countless charming and eye-catching details. Over the next 25 years, Hiroshi Sugimoto searched for theaters around the world, including open-air drive-in theaters and abandoned theaters that had experienced prosperity (Figure 2). He opened the shutter of his camera and waited for a movie to be released. Hiroshi Sugimoto (2012, p.130)said: ‘ As time goes by, the images on the screen continue to sparkle and move, and at the end of the movie, they finally return to silvery white.’ The time of a movie is thus condensed into a single photo. The dazzling white light in the picture creates a mythical glow, but the details in every corner of the dark cinema have been carved into sharp edges by time due to the long exposure, presenting a poignant and beautiful sense of history. The charm of photography lies in this. It converts a disappearing invisible time into a white rectangular plane shape in the photo and preserves it. These are large photographs, curvaceous and powerful, with light emerging from semi-shadows. Nostalgia embraces both form and content, and like everything Sugimoto does, it's balanced by a taste for simplicity.(Kimmelman. 2005.)
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Hiroshi Sugimoto
Theaters

As an art that developed after the invention of photography, film provides people with an experience that disrupts time and space. When the audience watches the film, they fall into the time vortex and suspend their own timeline in reality. Shooting a movie is to shoot another time and space that is playing in reality. Although the blank spaces on the screen caused by overexposure seem to be nothing, they come from the superposition of countless images, the superposition of light and the superposition of time and space. As a real space, the theater is illuminated by the light of the movie, and the exquisite ruined details quietly witness the playback of the movie; similarly, the photos record both real time and movie time, and the movie time is ultimately passed through the white rectangular screen. The curtain shape witnesses the passage of real time. Photos seal the time of a movie. The moment our eyes see these photos for the first time, the mission of "watching a movie" has been completed. However, if we focus on the dazzling white screen in the picture for a long time, it will It seems like the movie is playing continuously and never ends. The photo compresses a long movie time into a "moment" and presents it infinitely long. If this theater is the human brain, the screen is the human retina, and the playing time is a human life, what is left in the end is a blank. I think when a person closes his eyes for the last time, what is left in his mind may be the white light made up of countless images superimposed. As for the specific single frames, they are all stored in memory. In this series of works, the time and space of film art and photography art are entwined with each other, and layers of time are entangled with each other. Hiroshi Sugimoto meant it as "time nesting".

Blurred waves and sky in “Seascapes”
"Seascapes" (Figure 3) is like a peak in Hiroshi Sugimoto's personal creative career, It is not because its photography works have a high price in the art market, but its expression has reached a very high level in Eastern Zen thought, giving the work an aftertaste Infinite philosophical awareness. The infinite horizon divides the picture into two. Hiroshi Sugimoto photographed the sky and the ocean, and the objects he dealt with were the atmosphere and water. According to the artist’s own statement, the first things he could recall in the depths of his memory were The scene was a sharp horizon and a cloudless sky. This rudiment of personal memory made him realize that this may be the starting point of self-consciousness, not only his personal consciousness, but also the birthplace of human consciousness.
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Hiroshi Sugimoto
Seascapes


Wittmann (2011, p.176-189) said:‘In Seascape, Hiroshi Sugimoto leaves behind traditional notions of formlessness and transgression.’ In the picture of only the ocean and sky, the water and air seem to be extending infinitely around the photo, almost overflowing, as if there is a vast ocean on the earth. Perhaps when the earth was first formed, the starting point of life was not fully understood in human history. it’s a pity that we can’t know about such a scene, we can only imagine it through the style created by Hiroshi Sugimoto. Hiroshi Sugimoto once watched the "Water Picture Scroll" by the Chinese Southern Song Dynasty painter Ma Yuan (Figure 4), and was inspired to create "Seascapes". In the 63rd year of the Showa Period (1988), he visited Japan's Yinqi Island to take pictures. At that time, when I saw the vast sea in front of me, I sighed deeply because Empress Toba, who was exiled here in the early days of Kamakura, once wrote poems facing this sea. Sugimoto wanted to see the same sea that the ancients saw.
            [image: IMG_256]Figure 4: Ma Yuan. Water Picture Scroll


The "Seascapes" series are images that span time. This is a group of works in which geographical indications and the year of creation cannot be judged through image information. When viewers cannot find trivial information like footnotes in the images through the surface of the photos, it becomes easier to fall into The photos provided to us by Hiroshi Sugimoto are profound. The artist uses his eyes to see the same sea that ancient people saw nearly a thousand years ago, and uses the eye of a camera to preserve the scene of this sea. As the viewer watches, we can even speculate: when humans after thousands of years see this set of works, what they see is the landscape of the sea that Hiroshi Sugimoto once saw with his own eyes, and this ocean was also a long time ago. The vastness and magnificence that Empress Toba has ever faced. Therefore, in the "Seascapes" series, the picture composed of sea and sky is no longer just a portrait of the sea, but has been sublimated into an extremely concise image, Symbolizes the origin of life and the beginning of memory. The image uses its power that lasts longer than the individual life to narrate the charm of time. It no longer just lets time stay in the photo and seal it, but serves as the arrow of time in the ancient past. , shuttle back and forth between the fleeting present and the unknown future, becoming eternity.
















Analysis of Hiroshi Sugimoto’s photography techniques and expression techniques
Minimalism
Sugimoto's long exposures look like British photographer Michael Kenna, but his photos bring elegance and minimalism (The Daily Telegraph, 2023). See Figure 2-1 in the "Seascapes" series. The content is an ordinary seascape that seems to be mixed in the air. The skyline evenly divides the entire frame into water and air. The overall style is very minimalist. . Although the names of various sea areas are marked under the picture, the focus of the creation is not on the geographical location, but on the intangible but vital air and light. The emphasis is on these natural elements. In the "Seascapes" series, all seas strictly maintain balance and stability. This kind of minimalist photography is different from Hiroshi Sugimoto's previous dramatic photography. This is a set of tangible minimalist images that pursue the intangible spiritual and inner world. The sea level is used to completely and neatly divide the sea and the sky into two clear parts. The upper part shows the boundless gray sky, while the lower part shows the sea level fluttering like silk. This composition method is a typical linear composition method. The linear composition method is mostly centered on simple lines, and due to the different directions of the lines, it is divided into vertical and horizontal lines. The horizontal lines are like the sea level in "Seascapes". The horizon line is used as the basis for the composition of the picture. In the visual aspect of the picture The presentation gives the viewer a strong sense of order, making the overall picture simple and simple, and pushing the minimalist style of the picture to the extreme.
The use of minimalist style to express seascapes has the following advantages: first, it can clearly highlight the posture of the water; second, minimalist style can be repeatedly used to depict the sea in different locations; third, the differences in weather and light are reflected in the picture. A vivid display; the fourth point appears as a series with a strong sense of integrity. Query (2006, vol.16, no.2, Jan) said :‘Sugimoto's is a conceptual art, but it is also an essentially minimalist one. His compositions are spare, his basic forms uncomplicated.’ It is a precise extraction of the world. The extracted photographic images become simple, pure and natural, making it easier for the viewer's vision to blend into the seascape. He integrated his thoughts into the seascape and presented this thought on the minimalist sea surface, vividly demonstrating the connotation and expression of minimalist photography. The "less" in the picture is transformed into "more", and the empty sea level creates an endless yearning for the viewer.






Black and white contrast
Most of Hiroshi Sugimoto's works are in three tones of black, white and gray. This is another requirement he has for his works. It is as stubborn and admirable as his refusal to use digital cameras for creation. "I seem to have received special training and can automatically convert things into black and white images the moment I see them." He believes in black and white. The black and white images come from his own inner self and demonstrate his understanding of art (Gockel, 2020). 
The black and white in Sugimoto Hiroshi's works may be highly contrasting or harmonious, but there is no doubt that no matter which expression technique is used, it is carefully designed by Hiroshi Sugimoto to express the theme of his work. The "Theaters" series is a series in which the contrast between black and white is relatively strong among Hiroshi Sugimoto's works. The white in the photos is an almost blinding white light. These white luminous rectangles express the life of a movie in the photos. Under the lens, the almost stationary audience and theater building appear in a black and gray state, while the constantly rolling curtain shows a white square shape. It is still and moves, light and dark, and time passes rapidly between the alternation of light and dark. And left indelible traces (Figure 5).
     [image: IMG_256]   [image: IMG_256]Figure 5: The contrast between black and white in the work


"Black-and-white photography is a self-contained art form. Its beauty is still enduring today when color photography is popular. Black-and-white photography has a 'classic' aesthetic effect. It can evoke associations with the past and use it as a 'past'. Sex' mode is used to capture the present, and this special meaning means the record of value. Black and white photos allow us to experience the sense of distance and strangeness from the image, hinting at the passing of the past, and highlighting a kind of melancholy beauty. Black and white photos The obvious contrast between black and silver tones produced by photography in different lights gives the viewer a stronger visual impact. Black-and-white photography also conveys a sense of "timeless" sacredness. This timeless place, Characters or objects are a feeling of still being 'at this end' of history; they are a rhetorical extension or supplement to the sense of the past. This feeling of entering beyond time itself points to an impossible 'eternity'. 'type, an absolute 'outness'." (Nestruk, 2015)


Abstraction and ambiguity
In the "Theaters" series and the "Seascapes" series, abstract and vague expression techniques are used to the fullest, becoming Sugimoto Hiroshi's prominent way of expressing time, memory and emotion (Figure 6).
  [image: IMG_256]  [image: IMG_256]Figure 6: Works in the exhibition



First, through the use of Theaters, the viewer is able to universally abstract the blur and strong presence in the work. In this series of works, Hiroshi Sugimoto creates the blurred effect of movie scenes by using long-exposure photography techniques. The light, shadow and color in the painting blend together, as if time is flowing, and the audience's eyes are guided to the illusory and profound scene use. This kind of abstraction not only breaks through the traditional pursuit of photography steps, but also makes the viewer fall into psychedelic colors and think about the past of time.
Secondly, in "Seascapes", the abstract and blurry expression techniques are reached to the extreme through the waves. Nothing can prepare anyone for watching Seascapes. Some details are easily lost, such as the ripples in the lower half of the image and the shimmer of the horizon. It is difficult for the viewer to look away (The Daily Telegraph, 2023). Hiroshi Sugimoto uses blurred lines to abstract the design of the waves, making the whole picture full of movement and vitality. The viewer cannot process the detail of capturing every wave, but is instead led to feel the flow, waves and power of the water. This kind of abstraction not only makes the viewer feel the beauty of nature, but also a kind of awe and contemplation of the power of power.
Abstract and ambiguous expression techniques give Hiroshi Sugimoto's works an interconnected reading level. On the one hand, the viewer is faced with a blurry picture and is guided to construct a unique scene, making each person's reading unique and individual. Uniqueness makes the meaning of the work more intimate and necessary, and this is where the viewer can find resonance with their own experiences and emotions.
On the other hand, abstraction and blur are also expressions of time and memory by Hiroshi Sugimoto. Through the statistics of countless images, he blurs the boundaries of time, allowing the past, present and future to come together in his works. The viewer experiences the passage of time in the blurred waves. This is no longer a simple record of the natural scenery, but a deep contemplation of the passage of time.
The abstract and vague expression techniques in Hiroshi Sugimoto's works create a profound and thought-provoking artistic experience. This is not only an innovation in photography technology, but also a profound discussion of time, memory and emotion. When facing these works, viewers are no longer bound to the scene of inquiry, but are guided to think about their own emotions, memories and the meaning of life. This is the deep aesthetic experience brought about by the vague abstract expression techniques.



















Understand and agree with the artist’s intention
Analysis of interviews and comments by Hiroshi Sugimoto
Among the masters of photography, Hiroshi Sugimoto is an iconic figure who explores the depths of time and memory through the lens. His artistic vision, often couched in serene and profound imagery, becomes clearer through his reflective interviews and insightful commentary.
Sugimoto's interviews reveal a brooding artist deeply committed to the philosophical aspects of time and memory. “He’s really good at taking something very mundane and creating such dramatic images out of it,” says Wallpaper’s creative director Tony Chambers, who describes his photographic process as one of “capturing the flow of time in its purest form.” means. This perspective is crucial to deciphering the essence behind his "Theaters" series. Yau (2004, p.11-16) said:‘In Sugimoto's photographs, the past hasn't vanished and the future doesn't eradicate.’ By utilizing long exposures to capture the entire film in a single frame, Sugimoto transcends the traditional boundaries of photography, encapsulating the entire experience of time in a still image middle. This approach challenges the viewer’s perception of reality, blurring the lines between the ephemeral and the eternal.

Unique insights into time and memory
Sugimoto's deep understanding of time and memory is most evident in his Seascapes series. Here, the perennial horizon dividing sea and sky symbolizes the infinite nature of time, a visual metaphor for eternity and continuity. Sugimoto likens the horizon to "eternity, an eternal mark of life that is always present but constantly evolving." This interpretation is crucial to understanding the thematic depth of his work, with natural landscapes becoming a conduit for contemplating the eternal cycle of time and the human condition within it. In the "Seascapes" series, each work is marked with the location where it was taken, but no information about the location can be seen from the photos. Somewhere in those simple counterbalances of light and shade lie the traces of our own ways of seeing, ways which only time can expose (Clancy, 1996). So for Sugimoto, nothing about the shape of visible things is inevitable. On the contrary, the passage of time has the ability to show that what we see is constantly changing.
Sugimoto's work is a meditative journey through time. Each series, whether capturing the serenity of the sea, the grandeur of a theater, or the majesty of an architectural marvel, invites the viewer to pause and reflect. The simple yet powerful composition is not only a visual spectacle, but also a philosophical inquiry. They prompt reflection on the nature of our existence within the relentless flow of time and the fragments of memories we hold.
What sets Sugimoto apart is his ability to infuse his photographs with an ethereal quality that resonates with the viewer on a subconscious level. His images are more than representations; they are embodiments of thought and emotion, a fusion of the visible and the invisible. This aspect of Sugimoto's work is particularly important in understanding how his photographs transcend the medium and become timeless works of art.




















Conclusion
Understanding abstraction and ambiguity
An exploration of Hiroshi Sugimoto's work illuminates the profound relationship between time, memory, and their abstract representation in art. In the Theaters and Seascapes series, the power of abstraction and ambiguity in conveying complex, intangible themes is demonstrated. These series transcend traditional photographic norms, challenging viewers to engage in deeper philosophical interpretations of time and memory.
In the "Theater" series, Sugimoto transforms cinematic space into a realm of eternity, where the entire duration of a film is condensed into a single frame. This abstraction of time challenges the viewer’s perception of temporality, presenting a timeless, unchanging moment in contrast to the fleeting nature of the actual cinematic experience. Likewise, Seascapes creates ambiguity through repeated depictions of the horizon. Although similar in composition, each image tells a different story of time and space, evoking a sense of timeless continuity against the backdrop of ever-changing natural conditions.
Sugimoto's abstract and ambiguous representations are not only artistic expressions, but also reflections on the nature of human perception and experience. His work encourages reflection on the fluidity of memory and the elusive nature of time, prompting viewers to question and reflect on their understanding of these concepts.

Recognize the importance of artists’ expression techniques
Recognition of Sugimoto's artistic skill is crucial to appreciating the depth and nuance of his exploration of time and memory. His meticulous approach to photography—characterized by long exposures, careful composition, and a preference for black and white images—creates a unique aesthetic that is both timeless and impressive. These techniques are not just artistic choices but integral to conveying the core themes of his work.
The difference between a camera and human eyes is that although the camera records, it has no memory (Hiroshi Sugimoto, 2012).  Sugimoto’s photographic approach interweaves simplicity with complexity, provoking deeper reflections on the human experience of time and memory. His abstract representations in Theaters and Seascapes serve as visual metaphors for the elusive and intangible nature of these concepts. By capturing an entire film in one frame or by presenting an infinite horizon, Sugimoto not only freezes a moment in time but also reveals an infinite horizon. He outlines a timeless narrative, one that transcends the ephemeral nature of human existence.
Sugimoto’s dedication to traditional photographic techniques adds further depth to this interpretation. His preference for the analog process and his meticulous attention to detail in the darkroom were more than just artistic choices; They are integral to his exploration of these existential themes. By blending technology and philosophy, Sugimoto's work transcends the boundaries of traditional photography and enters the realm of fine art.
In essence, Sugimoto's photography is a dialogue between past and present, tangible and intangible, visible and invisible. It is through this dialogue that he invites the viewer to consider broader questions of existence and perception. His exploration of time and memory through the lens of abstraction and ambiguity not only defines his unique place in contemporary art, but also provides a profound commentary on the human condition.
Hiroshi Sugimoto's photography presents a profound exploration of time and memory through abstract and blurry images. His unique artistic technique not only defines his aesthetic but also deepens the audience's engagement with the themes he explores. Sugimoto's art transcends mere visual representation and instead provides a window into philosophical reflections on some of the most fundamental aspects of human experience.
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