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Nicolas Bouvier (1929 -1998),

was a 20" century Swiss traveler
and writer, a poet, a photographer,
an iconographer, a teacher, and a
radio and television journalist.
Educated at the University of Ge-
neva, where he received master’s
degrees in history, literature, and
law. He roamed the world for many
years, traveling through Central
Europe, Central Asia, India, Sri
Lanka, China, Japan, South Korea,
and Ireland.

But he stayed longer in Japan
than anywhere else: 1955 - 56,
in 1964 — 66, and then in 1970,
as a writer and photographer for
the Swiss pavilion at the World
Expo in Osaka.

Among some twelve of his books,
Bouvier’s book, The Way of the
World (1963), has became a
kind of bible for a new generation
of travel writers. The Japanese
Chronicles (1975) and Le Poisson-
Scorpion (1982) received several

Critics and Librarians’ prizes.
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Christine Cibert, text with Eliane Bouvier
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Portrait de Nicolas Bouvier sous
la neige, Tokyo (1966)

© Fonds Nicolas Bouvier,

Musée de I'Elysée, Lausanne
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Nicolas Bouvier au milieu de la
troupe du théatre Hirose (1956)
© Fonds Nicolas Bouvier,

Musée de I'Elysée, Lausanne

After a one and a half year initiatory journey from Geneva

to Central Asia in a Fiat Topolino with his painter

friend Thierry Vernet, as recounted in the genre-defining
The Way of the World (1963), Nicolas Bouvier found
himself alone, sick and exhausted in Ceylon.He spent seven
long months there, bordering on insanity, as he

recounts, in The Scorpion-Fish (1982). In October 1955,
he found the strength to leave for another end of the
world: he embarked on a maritime courier of a French
shipping line, which led him to Japan. Without

knowing more, Nicolas Bouvier soon become fascinated
by the wealth of this country “not so mysterious as
mystifying,” as he described it. After Switzerland, Japan
was the place where he lived the longest —almost three

years —and it inspired him profoundly.

He was to make three long sojourns in Japan: first from
1955 — 1956, alone in Tokyo (Araki-cho) of the

post-war years “when life was still frugal and picaresque,”
surviving as a freelance journalist, photographer and
doer of odd jobs; next, from 1964 to 1966 as a family man,
with his wife Eliane and their two very young sons,
Thomas and Manuel, based in Kyoto, spending a few months
at the Daitoku-ji temple and then in Tokyo (Nakano-ku),
as a writer, photographer and illustrator, to write

Japan (1967), commissioned by the Swiss publishing
house Rencontre; then finally, for three months

in 1970, to work in the Swiss pavilion at the World Expo
in Osaka. Out of these three visits, each made under
different conditions and times, Nicolas Bouvier brought

back all the written material of his Japanese Chronicle

(1975), another legendary book, especially for lovers of
Japan, but also for the book Le Vide et le Plein (2004),
which gathers unpublished texts from daily diaries com-

posed during his second stay.

Of these three years of life in Japan, Nicolas Bouvier also
brought back more than ten thousand photographs,

both black and white and color, many still unpublished.
“Transformed into a photographer by despair and a
portraitist by accident”,” as he himself defined it, Bouvier
began by shooting photos of the neighborhood

residents and quickly got hooked by the game of pictures
taken during his multiple wanderings, crossing the
archipelago from north to south, discovering with interest
a variety of topics from popular Japanese culture:

portraits of all kinds, scarecrows, sequences of walls, graffiti
and lanterns, Noh theater, musicians and chindon
(acrobats), butoh dance, sumo wrestling, martial arts,

religion, magic and divination, architectural and ikebana.

“The Far east offers a very favorable environment for novice
photographers, not only due to the variety and beauty

of attitudes and types, but also because of a certain indul-
gence or resignation to the camera. In Buddhist Asia,

one does not attach too much importance to one’s own
person and gladly makes a present of one’s image

to the foreign scrounger,” he explained.

Nicolas Bouvier’s style of photographer-as-literati, constantly
out in front of others and the world, is the product

of his ever-free vision; it is also the unique art of seizing
the vivid with precision and relevance, as in a notebook,
fragments of the eternal, turning on a simple scene of
daily life. I, and of course, finally, it is his inimitable
sense of humor. In 1997, the year before he passed away,
Bouvier Nicolas and his wife made one last trip

to Japan, invited to perform seminars in various cities of
the country.

“His poetry, even more than his prose, is a shortcut to

so many things: an instant snapshot, heavily
influenced by Japanese hatku, in which I can find the
best atmosphere from his travels,” confides his wife
Eliane. “On the banks of the river it is written that life is
smoked, I shall make my own smoke to me, lengthened

by the coolness in this cemetery, between Ayabe and

Miyama, I forgot ten Chinese characters.”
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