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Eyes in Tokyo 3

Light and Life in Tokyo
Foo Wan Ching

One can probably pick out instantly the
inspiration of movies in the likes of sci—fi
movies such as The Fifth Element or Blade
Runner once in the city of Tokyo — a very
distinct yet familiar sense of wonderland
created by the night scene, or to be more
specific, the light—scene. One is not surprised
by this creation. Japan is well known to be
one of most hardworking societies on the
planet, with the high pressures of work life
and daily routine. There is little wonder that
the city evolves to help the city dweller
escape his daily routine into an outer world of

'paradise’, or vice versa?

Coming from a country that uses light in a
very utilitarian way, Tokyo has definitely set
up a new perspective and directive of how
the urban landscape can be transform into
another world once the city dweller escapes
the four walls of his work when the curtains
of daytime falls. A typical city scene in Tokyo
will be the grey, tall office buildings line the
roads forming a homogeneous labyrinth for
the tourist: a same familiar density as that of
the CBD and town areas of Singapore. Such
is are the commercial hubs of Shinbashi and
Nishi—Shinjuku, or shopping zones of Shibuya
and West Shinjuku. In the daytime, for one
who does not enter this matrix daily, the
monotony of this visual landscape can be a

little disorientating.

However, come nightfall, Nishi— Shinjuku in
particular raises the curtains of rainbow neon
light, reminding one of the scenes of the Fifth
Element or Blade Runner, in the rain, minus
the flying vehicles; the visual experience is

dominated by colorful and animated
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advertising signage overhead. The simple
energy—saving neon light also replaces the
average street, in a way, providing the general
sense of life and security at night to the
otherwise seedy—looking streets of Nishi—
Shinjuku. The hard landscape comes alive,
creating the atmosphere of revelry and

excitement.

On the smaller scale, the individual spaces
quieten down to private retreats of the public
urban courtyards. Simple examples are that of
the Shiodome in Shinbashi and I-Land Patio
in Shinjuku. They offer quiet retreats of the
office worker in the city. In the Shiodome, the
landscape sculptures are turned into light
beacons at night, heralding the late workers
to bask in the moonlight and enjoy the quiet
after a hectic day’s work. The I-Land Patio in
the busy office hub of Shinjuku turns into a
surreal landscape of purple, red and amber,
cutting off the space of the courtyard from
the rest of the busy world. Combined with
light and sound, the person himself and the
people around him enter into a new place of
meditation and quiet within or without. From
where I come from, where the streets are
mostly lit by the orange wash by very low Ra

low—pressure sodium lamps, it is a wonderland.

Apart from the daily living space, the
Japanese also harness this new fantasy world
of light into their other form of escape:
shopping. The boutique-lined shopping district
of Daikanyama is an example. It consists of
buildings, mostly 3—4 storeys high with
different types of specialty shops and

restaurants occupying all levels. The streets

are tree—lined avenues, conducive for leisurely

RIREFEBIE vol.16

window—shopping. The lighting environment is
largely defined by the display lighting of retail
shops, focused from the street level upwards
to about 3—4 stories high. The tenants on
each level use different types and colors of
lighting (however, carefully balanced) to

create urban lanterns on the night.

What is interesting in this landscape is the
interaction between the building skin and light.
As the sun sets, the two—dimensional facade
disappears and the space of the shopping
street extends beyond the street itself. The
sensitive balance of color temperatures
between the shops and buildings converges
the spaces to become one. It helps that this
is not violently contrasted by the street and
pedestrian lighting, in which higher color
temperature mercury vapor lamps and
fluorescent lamps are used. The street is
internalized and becomes the shopping space.
Needless to say, the displays at the shops are

most visually arresting.

These are one or two of the few instances
that time permits me to relate. If [ stay longer
perhaps I will find out more. But it is little
wonder, or rather it very much explains the
jam—packed trains at the midnight rush hour,
and the happy drunken faces of the reveler
slumped at the train station each night.
Something that still baffles the gai—jin. With
such paradises at their doorsteps, the
Tokyo—ite can easily access in and out of
their fantasy worlds with much ease and
comfort, and 12 hours a day! And if time
permits, perhaps he himself too will be sucked
into this nether land, and with little resistance,

I would say. No wonder! (Foo Wan Ching)
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