In the introduction to his book The Sense of Order, the art historian E. H. Gombrich stakes a claim for a “searchlight theory of the mind”—
we don’t scan the horizon innocently but, rather, purposefully, inevitably compelled by what Karl Popper called “the immensely powerful
need for regularity.” The photographs of Chester Michalik might be said to embody this contention: in his work, architecture, space, is
confined and precise, the frenzied human movements of a street dance are reduced to a grid. The images are literally captivating, the
viewer locked in, even uncomfortably so, wondering if the world extends freely beyond the frame. That is only one of their mysteries.
At a site such as the ancient Osaka castle or the ghost-like modern glass tower in a nearby business park, he takes at least a dozen
photographs of the same wall or building from many angles. Later, pouring over contact sheets, he invariably chooses the image with the
greatest formal balance, centralized, devoid of distracting surroundings. He also uses only the full negative or digital data, his initial vision,
never cropping, never adjusting color, composition or light. In his carefully selected images, buildings can take on the look of
architectural models, or toys, computerized versions of what might be built. Strong, sharply defined local color adds to this: it’s as though
the color has been painted on later. The few human figures in the Osaka train station seem illusory, drawn in. Not only do we expect
frantic movement in such a space but the remaining figures are statuesque, like mannequins—which is another subject that fascinates him
in part because the Japanese use only mannequins with Western features, which for them is an ideal beauty best suited to show off clothing.
Usually he doesn’t think about the role of figures in the photograph, over the years they have crept in, piecemeal, a digital camera has
helped. One of the reasons he moved early in his career from being a painter to being a photographer was that he missed being outside on
the street. But he repeatedly insists that he’s not making a sociological statement in his photographs, nor is his work documentary,
“whatever that means.” There are people in urban environments inevitably, and he is curious how they behave there. In New York they
certainly are messier than they are in Japan. He is thus aware of the strong cultural differences that survive globalization, even though a
street in Osaka can sometimes look like Chicago, a fact that clearly fascinates him. He acknowledges his own reticence: in order to
photograph people up close on the street in Japan he accompanies a gregarious friend who will talk with anyone.
Where are the people in his classic, chilling view of an empty swimming pool at Caesar’s Palace in Las Vegas?—a photograph made at a
time in the mid-1980s when he first started exploring the vibrant color that characterizes many of his recent works. Where are the people
in an Osaka mall with its long, lean stained-glass window giving it, as he says, the “wonderful glow of a church”? Or where are the
shoppers in the impossibly neat “Three Minutes Happiness” store? Then there is the old woman alone on “Happiness Terrace,” an eleventh
floor observation deck overlooking the city of Kyoto. She peers through what might be mistaken for an incongruous department store
window which reflects trees (and the photographer) on the roof behind her, what she thinks and what she sees a mystery, the image calling
to mind the floating world of a Japanese scroll painting. Or, to put it another way, there is here and elsewhere in his work a Zen-like
silence that bypasses a clear sense of the individual’s role on the earth and is offset by the simmering relation of color and composure.
So why the fondness for Japan? It was its strangeness at first—“maybe it still is. I don’t know. I love the people, I love the country, its
orderliness, the mix of old and new. I’m still trying to figure it out—and hope I never do.” He notes that the Japanese are orderly even in
the most tragic of times and wonders if that means that they have a reduced sense of individuality. Enlightenment Guaranteed is the title of
the German director Doris Dörrie’s film about two brothers seeking a life-changing experience through a stay at a Zen monastery in Japan.
Enlightenment guaranteed? Perhaps not today, considering the complexity of both personal and newly global perspectives.
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The Japanese characters in the heading of this essay read: “The Sense of Order,” at least according to Google Translate. But in this age of worldwide instantaneous
communication, we can never be sure what things mean, can we?

