


Hello, my name is Atsushi Watanabe. 
I am a contemporary artist, and I suffered 

from hikikomori for three years in the past. 



I was born in the port 
city of Yokohama in 

1978. 

Yokohama is the 
second largest city in 

Japan, after Tokyo, 
and its port was the 

first to open to 
foreigners in the 19th 

century.



I have always been good at drawing and 
craft work from a young age, and I 

majored in Oil Painting at Tokyo 
University of the Arts. 



To get into Tokyo University of the Arts 
took me four years of trying, as the 

entrance exams for Japanese art 
universities are extremely tough, and 

they are highly competitive places to get 
into.



I was not the only one; most of my peers 
also took four years to get a place at this 

university. 

Once I got in, I ended up suffering from 
depression as the pressure to live as an 

artist dawned on me, and I also 
struggled with human relationships.  



My depression started in my early 20s and 
it took me nearly ten years to recover from 

it. I became completely free from 
depression around seven years ago now.



During those dark ten years, I went 
through multiple stages of withdrawal 

from human relationships, which 
resulted in me feeling completely 

isolated.  



I locked myself in my own bedroom for 
nearly three years; I was hikikomori. 



It all started as my bedroom became the only 
place where I felt I could fit in, after running 
through a process of elimination in my mind. 



I became more and more desperate and I 
withdrew myself from society. 

My lowest point was when I couldn't even get 
out of bed for nearly seven and a half months. 



I guess I didn't have any power left in me 
to break out of that lifestyle.



I believe my father suffers from some 
form of developmental disability, and 

because of that he lacks communication 
skills. He has a tendency to irritate other 

people around him. 



My mother, on the other hand, knew 
what I was going through, but she 
decided to turn a blind eye to it. 



That neglect made me really angry, and 
that in turn contributed to my 

hikikomori. 



Japanese society is unforgiving to those 
who don't have a perfect CV - if you have a 
blank period you are unlikely to get a job. 

My mother must have been tired dealing 
with my father and confused about my 

condition. 



I blamed it on my mother for not taking 
any action to help me.

But one day I realised that it wasn’t that 
she wasn’t doing anything for me, but 

rather that she couldn’t do anything for 
me, as she herself had become too 

weak. 



That realisation brought an end to my 
hikikomori as my obsession with self-pity 

was lost, and I became able to see the 
wood from the trees. 



I chose to stand by my mother and her 
pain, and move forward.



I returned to the art scene in 2013, and 
since then I have been regularly releasing 

art works with the theme "social 
problems", based on my own experience. 



Since 2014 I have been taking part in social 
involvement activities such as art projects 

that work with people who are 
experiencing hikikomori or suffering from 

mental scars. 



This has allowed me to see the true value 
of art and has given me the opportunity to 

investigate the direct impacts artistic 
expression can have on society. 



Let’s now move on to my art works. This 
was a solo exhibition and performance 

titled "Suspended Room, Activated 
House" from 2014. 





I ended my hikikomori life style on 11th 
February 2011, exactly one month 

before the Great East Japan Earthquake. 









The earthquake hit the coastal area of 
Fukushima, 300km away from my home 

town of Yokohama.
They say some hikikomori lost their lives 

as the tsunami washed away their 
homes, but also, many hikikomori who 
survived the earthquake and tsunami 

turned their lives round because of 
these terrible events. 



Apparently many hikikomori who came 
across others who were in a worse state 

than themselves decided to reach out 
and help, get involved with rescue 

activities and eventually get jobs in the 
social welfare sector. 



When a person encounters others in 
pain, they can detach themselves from 
their own pain and realise the potential 
they have by helping others physically, 
intellectually, or in any other valuable 

way. 



The theme of this exhibition was based 
on questions such as: 

If I happened to be a hikikomori living in 
the area hit by the tsunami, would I have 

left my room after the earthquake? 



Would I have managed to restart my 
life? Or maybe I would just have got 
washed away along with the house? 



I expressed a house being washed away 
by the tsunami, represented by a 

cement object about the size of a tatami 
mat (roughly 1.8m × 0.9m). 



During the exhibition period of one 
week, my performance was to be buried 

inside this object, which is an isolated 
space. 

The interior was enclosed by a 5cm-thick 
concrete wall.



I theatrically recreated my own past, 
layering stories of the time when I stopped 
being a hikikomori, or recluse, and of the 
circumstances of the big tsunami which 

occurred shortly after.



I performed all aspects of living, such as 
eating, drinking, using the toilet, 

sleeping, etc. inside this creation for 
seven days. 



When I actually carried out the 
performance, though, it was harder than 

I expected.



The situation of being physically 
confined gave me a similar mentality to 

the time when I was withdrawn from 
society. 



After about the third day I became 
mentally unstable.  Anyway, I improved by 

the seventh day, the last day of the 
performance, and I finally escaped by my 

own efforts.



The progress through ‘awareness’ to 
‘escape’ after being trapped with my own 
pain made me re-experience the time in 

the past when I actually did withdraw from 
society. 







After making some adjustments to its 
format and meaning, I repeated this 
performance also in 2017 and 2019. 

I kept my body in a rectangular concrete 
structure for seven days.  The floor size 

was the same as a tatami mat.





After a period spent buried alive, I 
escaped with a hammer and chisel by 

myself. 



In this performance, from my hikikomori 
experiences, I expressed “rebirth from 

captivity”, which also relates to “spiritual 
death and rebirth” (reincarnation after 

death) in the mountain ascetic practices of 
Buddhism.  



A method of training called ‘Naikan’, or 
reflection enabling one to see one's own 

spiritual and physical properties, 
originates from Buddhism.



Hikikomori, remaining isolated in their 
rooms, are considered to be 

unproductive, but some Buddhist 
practices stop interactions with others 

by enclosing someone’s body in a temple 
or in the mountains for seven days. 



The purpose is to reflect on oneself and 
renew one’s perceptions. 



When I was shutting myself off from 
society, I spent a lot of time suffused 
with negative feelings, but during the 

process when my hikikomori was ending, 
I had a feeling of being introspective and 

a renewal of my perceptions.



It is not necessarily the case that social 
withdrawal is unproductive, and it may 
be a necessary period of time for some 

people to answer their own questions, in 
order to survive. 



The performance shows the similarity of 
hikikomori and Buddhist training, and it 

has the intention of changing the 
negative image of hikikomori in society. 



Further, it also works as a tool to help me 
experience others’ distressed existence 

through my body, and to imagine others’ 
pain, like real Buddhist training. 



Next, I am going to introduce an activity 
called “I’m here project”. 

I play the leading role in managing this 
project. 



It is a search for new ways for the 
expression of the problems of 

“hikikomori”, or isolated existence, 
which is a serious problem in many 

countries including Japan, and related 
issues, by the people experiencing it (in 
which the distressed people represent 

and express their situation). 



The intention is to suggest a respect for 
hikikomori and ensure that society has a 
thorough understanding and assessment 

of it.



From summer 2018, for 3 months, I 
collected photographs taken by 

hikikomori individuals, mainly via the 
internet. 



As a result, about 160 photos in total 
arrived from about 40 people. These are 
valuable photos of confined spaces that 

cannot actually be seen. 



In cooperation with designers and 
cameramen, I edited them and 

published a photography collection.



I myself have experienced severe 
hikikomori and was one of these people. 
So my objective in proceeding with this 

collection was to show my own 
experiences. 



In my case, I was willing to continue 
being a hikikomori for life, but suddenly 
that period ended, and on the day when 
I left the room, I took photos of myself 
and the appearance of the room, and 

recorded them. 





If the long period of time during which I 
withdrew from society was a waste, it 

would be very hard for me to accept that 
and make a fresh start.  



However, on the day when I stopped 
being hikikomori, it dawned on me that I 

could change the long time which had 
passed to “a period of preparation for a 
necessary role and for the creation of 

photography works” by photographing 
myself at that point in my room, and the 

appearance of the room. 





I changed my perceptions in that way, 
and later re-entered society as an artist. 
The photos I took then are included in 

the photography collection. 



I think it is certainly possible to turn a time 
of pain in the heart and distress in life into 

something of creative value. 



The project’s name is “I’m here”, the 
voice of people who don’t exist. Pains 

unseen and appeals unheard cannot be 
ignored.



Main requirements for ‘I’m here 
project’:

・ An art project consisting of works by 
actual      hikikomori contemporary 
artists
・ Collect photos of their rooms taken 
by hikikomori people



・ Posts from people who are not 
hikikomori not accepted
・ A photography book of those 
photos was published and an exhibition 
held



・ The photographs remain 
anonymous
・ A photography fee of 3,000 yen is 
paid (as a thank you token)
・ Photos taken by smart phone are 
accepted (I send a disposable camera to 
people who don’t have a camera.)



Generally, the rooms of hikikomori people 
are assumed to be overflowing with junk, 
but in reality this is only part of the story.



Through showing various types of room, 
I show that the number of reasons for 

becoming hikikomori is almost the same 
as the number of people, and anyone is 

capable of becoming one of them.







As you look at the photos one by one, 
you see the state of despair or 

depression, and the mental state of self-
negligence. 







Also, from the appearance of the 
inability to tidy a room, you can glimpse 

conditions like developmental disabilities 
due to having a hard life. 





In peculiar cases, people use a pet bottle 
as a toilet, or pile up empty cans of 

alcohol, and so on.





But a simple and clean room might, for 
instance, belong to a hikikomori person 
who grew up in a conservative home, 
has been suppressed by parents and 

society,



and suffering from a self-punishing 
mentality, has remained isolated while 

studying for a law examination for 
several years, tidying the room as if 

obsessed with cleanliness. 









There are also hikikomori who are 
studious and intelligent. Some 

hikikomori are good readers, and some 
are interested in religion, philosophy, 

languages, mathematics, etc. 





In some cases, there are many old 
household items and lifestyle products in 

the room because the occupants are 
financially challenged or their 

consumption activities are limited, and 
the room looks like a “time capsule”. 





This type of room gives you a sense not of 
the “future” but the “past”.  

If the length of hikikomori is long, it affects 
the ambience of the room.



Also, these rooms are spaces of “non-
existence” in society. 



Rooms can certainly show characters or 
mental states, but through viewing a 

group of photographs of rooms, you can 
see that hikikomori is not a simple 

existence, and it can’t be generalised, 
even though there are certain similar 

tendencies. 



At the exhibition to mark the publication 
of the photography book many 

hikikomori people who had posted their 
photos came to the venue. 

This was unexpected. 



In addition, the project brought a 
considerable amount of attention from 

the media and through TV and 
newspapers, and a lot of people who 

wouldn’t normally have a chance to get 
acquainted with art also came. 



Quite a lot of those were parents who 
have a hikikomori child. 



When setting up the venue for the 
exhibition, we damaged the walls to 

make cracks, and created a method of 
looking at the photographs that was like 

peeping inside. 



This has the intention that viewers will 
notice their own aggressive natures, and 

self-criticism will be induced. 



Recently in Japan the Government finally 
started an investigation into the number 

of hikikomori people. 

It was found that there are more than 
one million of them, as of April this year. 



This became a big talking point and it 
has been taken up by the news almost 

every day.



The problem of hikikomori, which was 
previously regarded as a young people’s 
problem, has progressed through ageing 

with no solutions found, so now it has 
somehow become a middle-aged and 

older people’s problem. 



On top of that, the situation has 
worsened because various serious 

problems can be expected, for instance 
in situations where parents in their 80s 

are supporting a hikikomori child in their 
50s, including the question of what will 

happen when the parents die.





As a contemporary artist, I have visited 
groups of hikikomori people (places 

where they physically gather together) 
and have engaged in continued dialogue 

and research with them. 



Also, in the last year I became a 
management committee member of a 

group where about 100 hikikomori 
people from all over Japan assemble 

every two months. 



One of the issues discussed is that there 
is a long history of hikikomori being 

stereotyped as ‘lazy’ by Japanese society 
and media.

However, if you look at this from a 
different angle, you will see that this 

view is wrong.



Firstly, this is because there is something 
in society which makes them feel 

wounded or find it hard to live, causing 
them to become secluded.



Instead, they may be protecting 
themselves from a violent society which 
enforces rules and uniform values which, 

although thought to be a matter of 
course, actually suppress individual 
dignity and character and exclude 

people. 



When the hikikomori problem is brought 
up in Japan, the subject of how 

hikikomori people will be rehabilitated 
tends to come up. 



But I think we need to notice that our 
society has created a violent 

environment, hurting the feelings of 
individuals and excluding them.



I think it is not the attitude of hikikomori 
people but violence in society that 

should be addressed.




