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Tokyo Wonder Site opened in Ochanomizu area at the end of 2001 as a vehicle to support young creators, and as a platform for exchange between artists and public.
Since its opening, our activities range from exhibitions of both internationally operating and emerging artists to concerts and workshops by contemporary musician,
collaborative projects from various fields, and club nights organized by artists together with art lovers. In 2005, we opened a branch in Shibuya allowing us to open up
wider international platform for young artists to transmit and stimulate their creativity. In addition, in 2006, we will start hosting residence program based in Aoyama to
enforce our development.
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“Tokyo Girls” — but still “Untitled”
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“Tokyo Girls” — but still “Untitled”

How do people living in Tokyo today encounter this
city’s young girls?

As soon as we label something we see with a
name and a notion, we lock it into a certain category,
where our attention gets diverted from that specific
object itself. Accordingly, “Tokyo Girls” is likely to be
understood as nothing more than the category of “girls
in Tokyo”.

Hellen van Meene continues work on her “Untitled”
series, showing individuals whose empty gaze turns
them into ambiguous “things” that are indeed difficult
to entitle. The little stories the photographer sets up
between her subjects and herself are ingredients
that make the results interpretable in various ways,
whereas that transparence and unconstraint in
the eyes of the subject is always the key to the
photographs' allurement .

Through her portraits of female Tokyoites,
Hellen van Meene presents us with an opportunity
to encounter those Tokyo girls in a proper manner.
Through their stories, we will certainly also encounter
that same “something” in ourselves.

Yusaku Imamura

Director, Tokyo Wonder Site

Counselor on Special Issues to the Governor,
Tokyo Metropolitan Government
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Hellen van Meene

Alkmaar, 1972.

Lives and works in Heiloo

Nearly all Van Meene’s subjects are pubescent
girls in whom the innocence of childhood prevails.
Sometimes there is a touch of sensual femininity in
their pose or gaze. Above all, the photographs reveal
the sitters’ insecurity about their own identity. Their air
of vulnerability is intensified by the strange dresses and
shifts they have been given to wear. They are at once
gauche and sensual, vulnerable and proud, and all radiate
a sense of loneliness and longing.

For her early work Van Meene picked models in her
immediate surroundings.

In 2000 she traveled to Japan, spending time in Tokyo,
Atami, Osaka and Kyoto, where she approached girls
in public places and then photographed them in their
homes. Since then Van Meene has travelled each year.

Recent series have been shot in Riga (Latvia, 2004),
St. Petersburg (Russia, 2004), and London (UK, 2005).
Many of these portraits have been made not after
making appointments but directly on the spot where she
met her models. Another new development in her work
is the inclusion of boys as models and experiments with
group portraits.
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The Many Faces of Innocence.
Photographs by Hellen van Meene

When The New York Times Magazine decided to
commission a portfolio of photographs of young Japanese
women, van Meene's work immediately came to mind.
In today's Japanese youth culture- or at least in the forms
of it that have international cachet- innocence is pulled in
multiple directions: exaggerated into mere cuteness in
the kitsch of Hello Kitty; mock-heroically ennobled by the
child heroes of manga (comic books); even distorted and
sexualized in the submissive schoolgirls of the country’s
anime, or cartoon, pornography. Lost in these extremes
but captured in van Meene's work is the less stylized (but
still stylish) vernacular of everyday Japanese girlhood. It is
a look at once fashionable and ingenuous, tender but not
without the occasional flush of teenage allure.

In February and March of 2005, van Meene approached
girls and young woman on the street in Tokyo and shot
them in casual 10-minute sessions against the backdrops
at hand. Van Meene says she does not conceive of her
portrait photographs in the traditional documentary way:
while she does not exactly “stage” her subjects, neither
does she try to capture their true, underlying personality or
state of mind. Instead, she chooses to see her subjects as
the raw material of her own fictions. “This is not just you,
now,” she explains. “This is a sense of you, created by me.”

From the article of “Tokyo Girls”

in The New York Times Magazine,

April 3, 2005/ Section 6, the issue of “Tokyo Spring!”
New York Times News Service




