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Publishing as a Form of Design

lvan Vartanian

The relationship between photography and the photobook has been evolving continually. Since
the 19603, the photobook has had particular significance for photographers in Japan not only
as a means of disseminating their work, but also supplanting exhibition prints as that werk's
final form-a topic | explored in Japanese Photobooks of the 19605 and'70s (Aperture, 2009).

In recent years, the photobook's function has recognisably gone beyond its early function as a
vassal of transmission with little to no affect on its cargo to a form that is indistinguishable from
its contents. Now the photobook is an intrinsic component of how photography can engage its
audience. Designer’s Satoshi Machiguchi's contribution to the field of photobooks is remarkable
not only for the authenticity and scope but also for being the culmination of a genaration. In
recognizing the achievements of Machiguchi through his design office Match and Company,
we are acknowledge the importance of lineage and tradition too. This legacy is in Machiguchi®
s DNA; Match and Company was started by his father, also a graphic designer. Machiguchi
inharited that mantle along with the Match moniker —waell-suited to his fiary character —and
expanded to bacome a publisher in 20085.

He started the publishing enterprise, commonly referred to as “M Label,” with
the ambition to design and publish monographs by photographers of his own generation, such
an experimental body of work by Takashi Homma titled Trails (2009), Everything happens for
the first time by Katsumi Omori (2011), Nude /A room./Flowers by Sakiko Nomura (2012), and
Self-image by Mika Ninagawa (2013). At press time, M Label had released thirty-one titles.

This includes many monegraphs by Masafumi Sanai, who has published almost all his books
with Match. Their working relationship began in 1997, when Match designed a book dummy for
the then-unknown photographer; they went together from publisher to publisher to pitch the
project until Match persuaded a newly launched Kyoto publisher, Seigensha, to take the plunge.
The book, lkiteiru, Sanai's debut publication, immediately became a topic of discussion for its
studied emptiness. It is currently in its fourth printing.

The books Match has designed have a classic, near-standard sensibility in
their approach to printing and layout, harkening back to the aesthetic of books such as Robert
Frank's The Americans or any publication by Stephen Shore. Rather than using full-bleeds,
giving photographs an aggressive treatment, the aim is to present a sequence of plates. Most of
the books are clothbound with a layer of varnish over the photographs—the kinds of elements,
which are the first to get cut from emaciated publishing budgets.

Although many exquisite examples of cutting-edge book design have emerged
from Japan during tha last ten years, the solid selection and assembly of projects under M Label
reflects another side of this close-knit industry. Its publishing list presents an idiosyncratic but
particular history of contemporary Japanese photography; rather than addressing a general
public, Japanese photography of the last ten years seems much more at ease addressing a
specific, local audience. M Label allows Match to act as designer, publishar, and collaborator
for a generation of photographers that is in part defined by its DIY mentality. His company
now publishes books under two other imprints as well: M/Light, directed by Match’s younger
brother Hikari and dedicated to publishing and researching the work of photographears from thair
father’s generation, such as Akihide Tamura, Koze Miyoshi, Michike Kon, Shinya Fujiwara, and
Yoshihira Tatsuki; and MMM, a label he established with editor Hisako Motoo and photographer
Daido Moriyama, with the sole aim of publishing a monograph of Moriyama's work every year.

The economic instability in Japan during the mid- to late 1990s affected nearly
every sector of the country's economy, and the publishing industry was certainly not immune.
In the early 2000s, the publishing landscape was marked by the bankruptcy of several long-
established publishing houses and the dramatic shrinking, to near extinction, of the magazine
industry. It was that difficult climate and the frustration of not being able to produce photobooks
that led Match to become his own publisher. But relying on the Japanese market alone would
not provide enough traction: it wasn't until 2008, after several yvears of attending Paris Photo,
that M Label became an established presence in the bookselling market and the whole prospect
of publishing started to seem sustainable.

M Label is not focused on the business side of publishing books. It doasn’t
produce limited print editions or digital editions of its publications. Rather, it is a decided
allegiance to paper, printing, and binding that drives its projects, and has garnered the publisher
the trust of many Japanese photographers. Last year Match produced an omnibus photobook
titled Soteshi Machiguchi 1000 by photegraphing books from his collection and reediting them
together into one black-and-white brick. The titles he selected range from Japanese classics to
those by more contemporary masters such as Juergen Teller, and it was published via an print-
on-demand platform. A design project as much as it is an autobiography of influence, 1000 is
also a demonstration of how this designer relates to photobooks: by piecing together a new
structure from existing leaves.

lvan Vartanian is a writer, curator, and publisher based in Tokyo. Under the
imprint Goliga {(www.goliga.com), he has collaborated on and produced many projects—
books, exhibitions, installations, performances, events, and limited aditions with Japanese

photographers. Vartanian is the co-author of Joponese Photobooks of the 1960z & 70s (Aperture,
2009) and Setting Sun: Writings by Japanese Photographers | Aperture, 2006). 261




