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Dreams of Japan



Perhaps Lafcadio Hearn will not protest too much if 
I paraphrase (almost word for word) from Kokoro, his 
1895 book of Japanese life. He explains this important 
Japanese term far better than I ever could:

The entries comprising this volume treat of the 
inner rather than the outer life, – for which 
reason they have been grouped under the 
title Kokoro (heart). Written with the above 
character, this word signifies also mind, in 
the emotional sense; spirit; courage; resolve; 
sentiment; affection; and inner meaning, – 
just as we say in English, ‘the heart of things.’
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Dreams of Japan
The invitation to come and lecture in Japan was unexpected, 
but gladly accepted. It was a business trip, nothing more. 
Until I arrived – and immediately felt I’d come home.

The plans had been a year in the making. I was to speak in 
11 different cities with only a few days off. We landed first 
in the northern city of Sendai. During the cab ride from the 
airport to the city center, as the countryside swept by, I knew 
I would return with my camera.

These images are from several trips – but from one recurring 
feeling – I belong in Japan. Or perhaps better said, Japan 
belongs in my heart – what the Japanese call the kokoro. 
I  dream of Japan often; I dream of returning to Japan always.
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Perhaps reincarnation can 
explain it – why a boy from 
Wyoming connects so deeply 
with Japan. Perhaps in a 
former life …







For us photographers, our 
images form a sort of visual 
diary – where we can retrace 
our life and see more carefully. 

However, my photographs 
from Japan feel like a whisper 
from a deeper past – from 
another life, from a time 
before I was born, from an 
ungraspable mystery just 
beyond memory. I can’t 
explain it, but I sense it.









Not deja vu, but I’ve been 
here before. I know this life. 
It is in my very bones – my 
Wyoming bones. But how 
can that be? 

Can a dream be real? 











Familiarity, I guess – that’s 
what I feel. A connection with 
the aesthetic. 

For example, I don’t read 
Japanese, but in my mind 
I can mimick the brush 
strokes of its calligraphy – a 
mental dance in ink or stone 
– as though I’ve written this 
language my whole life.









And light – there is no light like the 
glow of shadows through a shoji screen. 

“An empty space is marked off with plain 
wood and plain walls, so that the light 
is drawn into its forms, dim shadows 
within emptiness. There is nothing 
more. And yet, when we gaze into the 
darkness, though we know perfectly well 
it is mere shadow, we are overcome with 
the feeling that in this small corner of the 
atmosphere there reigns complete and 
utter silence; that here in the darkness 
immutable tranquility holds sway.”  

• Junichiro Tanizaki, In Praise of Shadows









I’ve listened to the shishi odoshi 
– its slow, rythmic splash/knock 
to scare away the deer. 







I’ve walked the path up to the 
bamboo grove…









… and listened to them 
sway rhythmically in the 
breeze, a hushed dance, 
deep in the forest. 











The cool breeze 
Through my neighbor’s bamboo 
Just a remnant.

• Issa





I stop longer than I should, 
but they lull me to a calm 
that is irresistable.







Unexpectedly, on the other 
side of the fence, the garden 
opens. It invites us to wander, 
to let go of time, to dream.









The stone lantern (dai-dōrō) 
calls me forward. “Come this 
way! Here is the path.” 

I know they are only 
inanimate stone, but why, 
then, can I hear them invite 
me to wander further?







A hundred years old it looks, 
This temple garden, 
With its fallen leaves.

• Basho





I heard the unblown flute 
In the deep tree-shades 
Of the temple wall.

• Basho







Falling into the fields 
Falling from the fields 
The leaves of autumn.

• Buson

At Zuiganji Temple, I rested 
for a few minutes on a bench 
under a maple tree. Gently, a 
breeze caught the orange and 
golden leaves, showering me 
like autumn snowfall. For an 
hour, I watched their descent, 
content to just be there, in 
Japan, under the maple.









Whether a large river or 
a small garden stream, think 
how it flows all day, all night, 
every day, every night!

I know it is not waiting for 
me to arrive and observe the 
performance, but I can’t help 
thinking that it knows I’m 
here. I linger, not wanting 
to end the moment – not 
wanting to stop the flow. 













After a while, the path leads 
to the temple center. Though 
it’s my first time visiting this 
temple, I feel like I’ve walked 
these stones before – that 
my feet have helped smooth 
their surface over centuries.









To the gardener in the tree above 
me, I called “Ohayo gozaimasu.” 
How could I have known he was the 
head priest of the temple I had been 
photographing? Or that he had been 
interested in photography in his youth 
and had been watching me intently? 
He came down and motioned an 
invitation to tea. With dictionaries 
in hand, we stumbled through a 
conversation about cameras and 
darkrooms. He showed me a shoebox 
with his ancient camera and a few 
faded prints. I never learned his 
name, but I dream of him often.

















The temple buildings look as 
though they have grown there, 
instead of having been built.















The Japanese have an art 
known as bonseki – growing 
rocks. Who among us has not 
picked up a stone or a pebble 
and taken it home? After all, 
we live on a rock. 







Everywhere in Japan are 
stone sekihi, large rocks with 
calligraphic inscriptions. They 
are not meant to be read; 
they are there to connect 
us to the past – and to 
remind us that our lives are 
but pebbles in a long line of 
history…















… a connection to our 
ancestors, even those not 
from our own family.











And I know I’ve been here before 
wandered here before 
lived here before 
prayed here before 
dreamed here before …









… and will return.



Notes



Dreams of Japan
Where to begin? I have so many stories 
of Japan and my travels there. 

My father was dying of cancer. My broth-
er and I had cared for him for months, 
‘round the clock, 24/7. The disease had 
metastasized to his brain and he was 
unresponsive. I knew the host who had 
invited me to speak in Japan had been 
planning the events for over a year – but 
my father lay dying. It was my brother 
who convinced me, to keep my com-
mitment, to accept that there was noth-
ing we could do for Dad anymore. On 
Tuesday, we moved him into the hospice 
care facility. Wednesday morning, he 
died. On Thursday, I flew to Japan. 

My host, Mr. Koshimura, met me 
at Narita Airport near Tokyo. As we 
exchanged customary greetings, he 
inquired, “How are you doing after your 
long flight?” I had not yet processed 
my father’s passing, so the words just 
fell from my mouth: “My father died 
yesterday.” In disbelief, he asked me to 
clarify what I had said by repeating it. 
The tears came. To both of us. At each 

of the presentations on the 11-city tour, 
Koshimura-san told my story. 

On a later trip, my friend David Grant 
Best and I were wandering through 
the northern region of Tohoku on our 
own. Neither of us speaks Japanese. 
Because we knew nothing of how to 
travel in rural Japan, I had contacted the 
Japan National Tourist Organization to 
ask them. “How do I get from Tokyo to 
Tohoku?” The nice woman on the phone 
was nonplussed, “Where in Tohoku?” 
I thought for a minute and said, “Any-
where.” She couldn’t help me. We went 
round and round. Finally, I just picked a 
rural town at random. “I want to go to… 
Ofunato.” “Oh, of course! I can definitely 
assist you in travel to Ofunato.” 

Months later, David and I were preparing 
for our last day of photography on the 
Tohoku coast. The photography had 
been wonderful all week, but neither of 
us had yet been to Ofunato. I asked him 
where he would photograph on this last 
day. Suddenly, David slipped flawlessly 
into his perfect John Wayne accent 
and slowly drawled, “Well … one of us 
has gotta go to Ofunatta.” We laughed 

about his John Wayne quip for days – 
but neither of us ever did get there.

On three occasions I’ve photographed 
in the small fishing-port village of 
Onagawa, just northeast of the famous 
Matsushima tourist center. Then, 
on March 11, 2011, a magnitude-9 
earthquake shook northeastern Japan 
just off Onagawa’s coast, unleashing a 
savage tsunami directly at Onagawa. 
There is a news photograph of a car that 
was carried by the waves to the top of 
a three-story building and deposited 
there. I have not been back to Onagawa. 
I’m not sure I can, but the portraits I have 
from my three trips there keep calling 
to me. Much of Onagawa – and so 
many other coastal communities – were 
simply wiped off the face of the earth.  
Namu Amida Butsu.

Tech notes: Unlike most issues of Kokoro, this one 
consists of only one project – photographed between 
1990 and 2018 – using four different cameras. What 
I’d really like to discuss is the food I ate in Japan that is 
the best cuisine I’ve ever experienced. Perhaps I’ve said 
enough. Wait – there is also the ofuro – the nightly soak 
in a Japanese hot tub. And the amazing train system. 
And the incredibly friendly people. And persimmons – 
ah, the ripe persimmons. Don’t take my word for it. Just 
go and see for yourself. Japan is a magical place. I can 
hardly wait to return. I dream of it often.



Folios, Chapbooks, Prints



Folios and Chapbooks
My primary media for physical artwork 
are handmade folios and chapbooks. 
These media allow me to provide a 
hands-on, tactile, off-the-wall viewing 
experience. 

Folios are sets of unmounted sheets, 
typically related by theme or place. 
Folios include an introductory text 
sheet or folded signature. The art-paper 
enclosure is embossed. These are num-
bered and signed.

Chapbooks are sewn, handmade books 
that present more flexible possibili-
ties for storytelling and predetermined 
sequencing. Chapbooks use two-sided 
printing and are typically between 8 
and 12 pages. The covers are made 
from embossed art-paper. Chapbooks 
also are numbered and signed. 

I do not use the artificiality of “limited 
editions” — a marketing strategy that 
conflicts with the very nature of pho-
tography’s reproducibility.

Currently available titles are listed at  
www.brooksjensenarts.com.

http://www.brooksjensenarts.com


The contents of this computer media  
are copyrighted materials.

Please note that this computer file publication is a consumer product for private non-commercial 
use only.  Its contents are copyrighted in its entirety and may not be duplicated by any means. 
All content is copyrighted by Brooks Jensen, his assigns or heirs, and may not be duplicated 
for any purpose or by any means without their consent. All rights reserved.

Please play fair.

© 2019 Brooks Jensen 
Anacortes, WA, U.S.A.

Email brooks@brooksjensenarts.com

Additional work by Brooks can be found: 
www.brooksjensenarts.com and www.lenswork.com

Brooks Jensen is a fine-art photographer, publisher, workshop 
teacher, and writer. In his personal work he specializes in small prints, 
handmade artist books, and digital media publications. 

He and his wife (Maureen Gallagher) are the owners, co-founders, editors, and publishers 
of the award winning LensWork, one of today’s most respected and important periodicals 
in fine art photography. With subscribers in 73 countries, Brooks’ impact on fine art 
photography is truly worldwide. His long-running podcasts on art and photography 
are heard over the Internet by thousands every day. All 1,000+ podcasts are available at 
LensWork Online, the LensWork membership website. LensWork Publishing is also at the 
leading edge in multimedia and digital media publishing with LensWork Extended — a PDF-
based, media-rich expanded version of the magazine. 

Brooks is the author of twelve best-selling books about photography and creativity: Photography, Art, & Media (2016); The 
Creative Life in Photography (2013); Letting Go of the Camera (2004); Single Exposures (4 books in a series, random observa-
tions on art, photography and creativity); Looking at Images (2014); Seeing in SIXES (2016); Seeing in SIXES (2017);The Best of 
the LensWork Interviews  (2016); as well as a photography monograph, Made of Steel (2012). His next books will be Those 
Who Inspire Me (And Why) and Looking at Images 2018. Kokoro is a free, monthly PDF e-magazine of his personal work and is 
available (both current and back issues) for download from his website.
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