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THROUGH A NEW LENS
an interview with Ty Yamamoto,
filmmaker, photographer, and origami
instructor

This month we interview Ty Yamamoto, a true Jack-of-all-trades whose
work includes film, photography, and origami instruction. Ty sat down with us
to discuss his experiences in the Nikkei (second-generation Japanese) and
Asian-American communities. He also talked about his plans for utilizing his
experience with film and photography to share Japanese culture and to
increase Asian-American representation in media.

SEARCHING FOR "HOME"
As a Japanese and Chinese-American, Ty has held a
special connection to Japanese culture his entire life,
but accessing that culture hasn’t always been easy.
“I was born in San Francisco and for about three
years I went to a Japanese-American elementary school.
Japanese language and culture was such a big part of
my life that I almost took it for granted. However, when I
was seven, we moved to Portland and all of a sudden my
access to a lot of Japanese language, culture, and even
people was gone.

Ty at Kinkaku-ji in Kyoto, Japan while studying abroad

Living in a new neighborhood with virtually no Japanese community, Ty did his best to learn more about
his Japanese heritage on his own, but he knew that he really wanted to find the same kind of immersion he
felt at his elementary school again someday.
“When I went to college, I knew I wanted to continue reconnecting with that part of my identity. Through
studying Japanese again, I really fell in love with the language through DePaul's Japanese department.”
It wasn’t only the language, but also the people and the culture that Ty was interested in connecting
with. He found a new connection to Japan by joining Japan Table, the university’s Japanese cultural club.
“Joining Japan Table was one of the first things I did as a freshman. That was amazing for me—not only
did I meet other Nikkei-jin (second-generation Japanese) on campus, but we also had a lot of Japanese
international students in the club. We had weekly meetings where we cooked Japanese food, folded
origami, and other cultural activities. That was one of the most important communities for me to be a part
of during my four years at DePaul.”

Ty also got involved with another group on
campus called ACE—Asian Cultural Exchange.
“ACE is a much larger organization on campus
meant for Asian-American students from all
different backgrounds. I think it was a really
powerful experience because so many of us—
myself included—spent a lot of our lives being the
only Asian person in the room. So finding a sense
of ‘home’ in this community with other AsianAmericans was a really powerful experience for a
lot of us.”

Finding a sense of ‘home’ in
this community with other
Asian-Americans was a
really powerful experience

FOLDS AND FRIENDS
Finally feeling as though he had regained
a sense of connection to his culture, Ty was
determined to keep the momentum this time
around. After graduating, he vowed to share
his Japanese heritage with the communities
outside of DePaul. College gave him a chance
to reconnect with his cultural heritage, but
now he wanted to share more with the rest of
the world as a sort of cultural ambassador.
“Being a part of those tight-knit
communities deepened my love for my
heritage. I learned to be proud of my culture,
but I want that celebration to exist beyond
those small circles. Now I want to share
Japanese and Asian culture with everyone.
Ty recalls one transformative moment in
particular from his youth that inspired his
passion for intercultural exchange:
“I had just transferred to my new school in Portland, and I remember I was so nervous
to meet all my new classmates. On one of my first days, the teacher asked me to do a
small introduction for my classmates, so I showed everyone how to fold a simple
origami dog. It was the first time most of them had seen or tried it, and suddenly
everyone was very interested in me and in origami. I still remember that moment so
vividly, even years later, because it was the first time I realized that culture was a
powerful way to connect with other people. I suppose that’s why I’m so eager to keep
doing that now.”
He has created a niche for himself teaching origami in the Chicago area.
“I got my start doing origami for Tokyo House Party, a bi-weekly Twitch livestream run
by the Japanese Arts Foundation with guest speakers, DJ performances, and cultural
presentations. I joined their "Atomic Art" event in August and it went really well, so
they connected me with the Japanese Culture Center, and now I teach virtual origami
classes for them twice a week.
This is my first time teaching virtually, and
it’s a lot different from teaching in person! I
have to come up with original ways to explain
and demonstrate the steps to my students
while observing them on screen. That’s a lot
easier to do when I can be physically present
with them, but I like the challenge of it! We get
a wide variety of students in the classes, too.
Some are very experienced with origami and
some are folding for the first time, so another
skill I’ve had to develop is learning how to meet
each student at their own ability level.”

IT'S A SNAP!
Ty has also kept himself busy helping
Japanese-American organizations in the area to
document their activities with his photography
skills--something he says he developed somewhat
by chance.
“I actually picked up photography through
working for Radio DePaul, because I used to take
pictures at live concerts. As I got more
comfortable behind the camera I realized I could
use it to capture our club activities, too. Those
photos made great memories for members, but
also allowed us to share our work with the
public."
"Census on the Menu" event with Governor Pritzker

Eager to continue this work, Ty has done
event photography for several JapaneseAmerican community groups and other
organizations here in Chicago.
"Sometimes I'm the only photographer
at these events, so I feel a lot of pressure,
but it's an exciting kind of challenge and I
feel great knowing that I'm a part of
creating important visual archives of these
communities."

DePaul University's Japan Table trip to Mitsuwa , 2019
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"REEL" REPRESENTATION
Ty's work in media is about more than capturing the present--it's also about
defining the future. A major aspiration of his is to bring about a shift in AsianAmerican representation in the US film industry. He recalls one of his favorite
projects from school that solidified that drive for him.
"I was a film major in college, and my first attempt at addressing representation
came when I was taking an experimental film class when I created a short film called
‘Face Me’ for my project. The film was a compilation of uses of ‘yellowface’ from 19152015 that edited together and projected onto the faces of Asian-Americans.”
Ty’s powerful film was featured in DePaul’s Experimental Film Showcase and was
recently selected to be part of the Chicago International Film Festival!
“I was very proud of 'Face Me,' but I never expected the kind of reception it has had
so far. It excites me because I consider that a sign that audiences are ready for new
perspectives and new stories. We’re starting to see Asian narratives in mainstream
Hollywood with films like ‘Crazy Rich Asians’ and ‘The Farewell,’ but we can’t stop
there. The world is ready to see the Asian-American experience and I’m thrilled to
have to chance to share that with my art.”

Still from Ty's short film, "Face Me"

Still from Ty's short film, "One Fold at a Time"

The future looks bright for Ty, but he remains focused and ambitious. He hopes to
continue his efforts to connect with Japanese-American or Asian-American cultural
groups in the Midwest and across the country in order to enhance his ability to share
their stories with the public.
“As a filmmaker, the more I can learn from other people in our communities, the
better my work becomes. I want to collect as many ideas and stories and perspectives
as possible to synthesize that into a short, a film, anything that I can share with
American audiences and help teach everyone about our culture.”
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