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The Art of Remaking Waves
In lockdown, a traveling master of the photomontage took on a radically new subject: the roiling sea near his home

By Jon Mooallem, The New York Times Magazine, October 2021
www.nytimes.com/interactive/2021/10/06/magazine/sohei-nishino-waves-photographs.html

When the photographer Sohei Nishino travels to a new place to work, he will typically spend a month exploring the
landscape on foot, ceaselessly taking pictures as he goes, capturing whatever scenes from daily life he stumbles upon,
whatever details catch his eye. Then, back in his studio, Nishino cuts up the resulting contact sheets and begins
physically assembling those images into a tremendous panorama. As many as 40,000 individual photographs are
arranged like minuscule, overlapping pixels into a sweeping aerial view — what Nishino calls a diorama map.

Since 2003, Nishino has made more than 20 diorama maps of cities around the world: San Francisco, Istanbul,
Kyoto, Jerusalem, Rio de Janeiro, New Delhi, Havana. (He has also made diorama maps of natural landscapes; in
2018, he traveled the length of the Po River in Italy.) Each one has involved this same kind of weekslong roving
residency: wandering, noticing, focusing, clicking — skyscrapers, marketplaces, highways, minarets, a man carrying
a box, a shirtless boy with a baseball glove, a pair of sleeping dogs. He was 20 years old when he undertook his first
diorama map. Now he is 38. That is, almost his entire adult life has been occupied by a form of travel that is more
than travel: the total envelopment of his attention in someplace new. You can imagine, then, how thwarted he felt
when the pandemic shut down international travel last year. Suddenly he was stuck at home, sealed into his own
inconspicuous and ruthlessly delimited corner of the world, like one of the tiny people he pastes into his maps.

Nishino lives in Mishima, a coastal Japanese city on the mountainous, arrowhead-shaped landmass known as the
Izu Peninsula; his studio is in a small fishing village nearby. In February 2020, he began photographing the region.
But his attention kept fixing on a feature of the landscape that wasn’t part of the landscape at all: He saw the ocean.
He saw the waves.

What is a wave? A wave is motion. It is a noun that is secretly a verb. Nishino had planned to spend those months
working in a remote region of northern India; he’d become fascinated by the nomadic people there, the slow but
perpetual movement of their lives. These waves were nomads, too — the only bodies around him still in motion.
With envy he watched them arrive and recede, imagining their trips to and from the other side of the world.

He spent a month photographing the waves. Then he spent another month arduously assembling those images in
his studio into the panorama shown here. The pandemic was still relatively new at that point, ominous and poorly
understood; Nishino felt nervous and fearful and frequently checked the radio for news as he worked. He noticed
that the giant composite wavescape slowly materializing in front of him — very slowly materializing — looked
turbulent and fierce. Months later, having settled more serenely into pandemic life, he would make another wave
diorama. This time, the scene was calmer, less confused.
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Something new was happening: Unlike Nishino’s usual process, in which he arrays his images within the
recognizable outline of a city’s map, these waves weren’t replicating the shape of actual waves he’d seen. “It was
more abstract,” he told me, through his translator and agent, Miho Odaka — more like an Expressionist painting
than a map. “It wasn’t a reproduction or recording of my memory of a place. Instead, I'm creating this world.”

The long process of splicing and arranging tens of thousands of images requires a level of almost transcendental
concentration. Normally, it has conjured Nishino’s memories of the city he’s working on quite powerfully: He is
half there in his studio — stationary, staring intently at this two-dimensional record of his travels — and half inside
the city again, still moving around.

Now, working on the waves, where was he exactly? Somewhere even trippier, it seems: a place where imagination
overtakes memory, like water from far away, breaking over the land.

Sohei Nishino is an artist known for his work with photography and collage, which has been shown in festivals and
museums around the world, including the International Center of Photography in New York and the San Francisco
Museum of Modern Art.

Jon Mooallem is a writer at large for the magazine and the author of a book about the Great Alaska Farthquake of
1964, “This Is Chance!” His book of essays, “Serious Face,” will be published next spring.
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