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​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​Walking into the airy gallery with its blond wooden floors and glimpses of manicured Berkshire countryside beyond, I mentally brace myself for a photographic journey to Japan. How easy will it be, I wonder, as English families with small children meander around me? The curator's note at the entrance is enlightening - this exhibition encompasses two units: "To Distill: Another Appearance" and "To Reverse: Another Relationship". Resisting the temptation to dismiss this as pretentious, I realise that the photographs examine two valid, distinct concepts: "To Distill" delves into the dimensions of core and essence - the spirit of an object which, although intangible, is captured by photography. "To Reverse" explores the equally intangible concept of relationships between people and society, the self versus the group, whether that be community or Japan at large.

The works grouped under "To Distill" examine everyday objects through an unusual viewpoint. Hiroshi Sugimoto's blurred black-and-white photographs of imposing architecture have a dreamlike quality reminiscent of his seascapes. Eikoh Hosoe's close-ups of human bodies leave us guessing as to which parts are depicted, her juxtaposition of white and black skin conveyed starkly in monochrome. Chie Yasuda's photos zoom in on details of abandoned places (a bed just slept in, crumpled sheets and floral pillowcase a testament to the sleeper's absence).  Miyuki Ichikawa places her camera against binocular lenses, rendering hazy, dreamlike photographs bathed in a pastel light. This is the photography of mood and detail, with the vagueness of a painting or the subtlety of a perfume.

We're in more robust territory with the "To Reverse" section, where that all-important Japanese concept of belonging to a group is examined against a variation of backdrops. Eikoh Hosoe captures a Butoh dancer visiting his home town, where the ordinary rural folk continue with their daily tasks as the dancer, now a symbol of "other-ness", lurks perched on roofs and gates, or runs about in various states of undress. Michihiro Shimabuku's "In search of deer" installation (photographs, book and video) reflects a nostalgia for the innocence of the countryside, complete with flower-festooned bicycles and oversized daikon radishes. Kazuo Katase, a Japanese who's lived abroad for many years, captures traditional symbols such as Mount Fuji or tea bowls and then reverse-prints them, raising questions about their significance (perhaps also "reversed") in modern Japan. Tomoko Yoneda's shots of old wallpaper, blackened where body after body of residents have left their mark, are also strangely moving, reminiscent of the "shadows" left behind by atomic victims. Tomoaki Ishihara photographs himself in art museums, his blurred face on the foreground grimacing like Munch's "Scream" against a backdrop of elegant Japanese scrolls, or with eyes shut, as if meditating, in front of grandiose Renaissance paintings.

The humble snapshot captures what is in front of the lens. But photographs like these explore beyond, making us think - or feel - about themes such as time, identity and the fleeting nature of things. The lens becomes a window to a Japanese sensibility towards these universal concepts.
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