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In the late 1920s, the Japanese physicist
Masanao Abe built an observatory with a
view of Mount Fuji. From it, over the course
of fifteen years, he recorded the clouds that
surrounded the mountain. He was interested
in the scientific question of how the air
currents around Fuji could be visualized by
means of film and photography. Albeit
unintentionally, Abe's motifs fit into a long
iconographic tradition: the mountain and the
clouds. For decades his archive was left
untouched in a Tokyo garden shed. Helmut
Volter, who discovered Abe’s legacy while
working on his book “Cloud Studies,” sifted
through the images of the passionate
cineaste who saw a combination of indivi-
dual images, moving pictures and stereo
recordings as the ideal form of scientific
evidence. The mere contemplation of these
dynamic cloud photographs centring on
snow-covered Fuji seems to lift the viewer
into the air.

Anne Konig

Room 1

Masanao Abe: View from the observatory on Mt. Fuji — inkjet print, 2015 (1930s)



Cloud Photograph 2/3 Film 50/51 24 November 1928  1:30 p.m. Cloud Photograph 2/6 Film 50/51 24 November 1928  3:00 p.m.
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Room 1 16 calendar sheets (1926-41) document Abe’s cloud research. A yellow dot indicates
that one photograph has been taken on that day; a red dot indicates that more than
one photograph has been taken. — inkjet prints, 2015
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Room 1 A collection of vintage and modern prints shows Abe’s observatory, his assistants,
meteorological instruments, cameras and photographs from a wind tunnel. — :
black and white photographs, 1920s and 1930s / inkjet prints, 2015 (1920s and 1930s)




Room 1 Upper left: Masanao Abe's Observatory; lower left: photograph from a wind tunnel;
right: Masanao Abe in front of a tent, before the observatory was built — inkjet prints,
2015 (1920s and 1930s)
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Masanao Abe: »Cloud Photographs« — 39 inkjet prints, 2015 (1920s— 1940s)

The grid of the images is designed according to date and time of the exposure of the

images: The photographs are arranged chronographically. Photographs taken on the

same day are placed on top of each other. The horizontal distance varies according to
the temporal distance between the photographs.
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Masanao Abe used these field notes to document his »Cloud Photographs«. —
sheets with inserted black and white photograph, drawing and handwritten notes,
1920s— 1940s



Room 2  Left: In 1937, Masanao Abe published "Distribution and Movement of Cloud around
Mt. Fuji Studied through Photographs,” an extensive documentation of his research.
Right: stereo viewers, 1930s




Film 208¢c
24 November 1837
7:20 a.m.

Cloud Photograph

Film 208d
24 November 1937
7:30a.m.

Cloud Photograph
892

Room 3

Projection of “Masanao Abe: Cloudgraphy” by Helmut Vélter, 5 min, b/w, silent
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Left: Marriage photograph of Naoko and Masanao Abe, photo studio K. Kitazawa, Tokyo 1916.
Right: Naoko and Masanao Abe, photo studio G. L. Manuel fréres, Paris 1923.




Cloud Photograph 120

Film 118d January 1933
w

4:00 p.m

Helmut Volter

The Movement
of Clouds around
Mount Fuji

1927

In Masanaa Abe founded his private research insti-
1une, the Abe Cloud and Air Current Research Observatory.
the summer of that year, Abe had a two-storey timber
hewse built for his rescarch in the midst of fekds and
woodland, not fur from the rural village of Gotembea. The
location he chose was the exact spot from which he had
photographed the ing choud in the previous yea
M, Fuji wis 20,500 metres asiy in a west-north-wes
direction, Abe's attention was still focused on cloud:
he had devitded to observe and rescarch this phenomenan
at M. Fuji. AL this point, he was no longer concerned
with simply analysing their movement, In his first article
he had proposed that the surrounding mountain had
diverted the wind and ultimately generated the formation
and behaviour of the roating cloud. The topography of
and s very high conical

mountain that is almest symmetrical in form—seemed 1o
be particularly well suited to his purpose due to its
ometrical simplicity, an ideal place to figure out the

rekat hips herween the mountain, the air currents that
Aowed around i, and the clouds in its immediate vicimey.

He included thi arch objective in his second article

5 published twe vears later. [+ 1929, p. 276]
Abe chose film and istereo) photogzraphy as the media
vis which ta conduet his investigations. just as he had
Making u visual record of the clouds from &

10 he the perfect way to docu-
ment wnd mezsure them, all a1 the same tne. Stasdard

and

ca srements of wind, temperature, a

c sure complemented the visual data. In
his ehoiee of location Abe also opted fora si niform
wiew of the mountain. bn this way he ensured that afl the

images and fi bie directly compared
with ome another. As a corollary 1 this, he never chunged
the focal length of his cameras, so that Fuji was ilwiys
Spector Books isplayed a The e scal. 1 the moring the sun was
's back. and in the aflernoon it meved behind
eetly into his len:
number of picture series taken of the mountain o
me day, some before and some afier midduy, this shift
unlit to-a back it view is clearly evident
Before the timber house built, Abe and his two
assistants worked in g le tent. A few und:
eraphs show the rurel environment and the i
rather improvised circy n which the e
wass conducted, Children from the surroundi
would come W visit the scici

Figa. 5-12 Undaind photograpts, o, 1627
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Helmut Vélter: The Movement of Clouds around Mt. Fuj
Spector Books: Leipzig 2016, 376 pp.

Photographed and Filmed by Masanao Abe,




Cloud Photograph 434 Film 148c 13 November 1934 10:09 a.m.




