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Abstract

This thesis is an art historical study focussing on contemporary Japan, and in particular the
artists Murakami Takashi, Mori Mariko, Aida Makoto, and Nara Yoshitomo. These artists
represent a generation of artists born in the 1960s who use popular culture to their own
ends. From the seminal exhibition ‘Tokyo Pop’ at Hiratsuka Museum of Art in 1996 which
included all four artists, to Murakami’s group exhibition ‘Little Boy: The Arts of Japan’s
Exploding Subculture’ which opened in April 2005, central to my research is an

exploration of contemporary art’s engagement with the pervasiveness of cuteness in
Japanese culture.

Including key secondary material, which recognises cuteness as not merely something
trivial but involving power play and gender role issues, this thesis undertakes an
interdisciplinary analysis of cuteness in contemporary Japanese popular culture, and
examines how contemporary Japanese artists have responded, providing original research
through interviews with Aida Makoto, Mori Mariko and Murakami Takashi.

Themes examined include the deconstruction of the high and low in contemporary art;
shojo (girl) culture and cuteness; the relation of cuteness and the erotic; the transformation

of cuteness into the grotesque; cuteness and nostalgia; and virtual cuteness in Japanese
science fiction animation, and computer games.
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Chapter 1 Introduction

This thesis is an art historical study focussing on contemporary Japan, and in particular the
artists Murakami Takashi, Mori Mariko, Aida Makoto, and Nara Yoshitomo. These artists
represent of a generation of artists born in the 1960s who use popular culture to their own
ends. From the groundbreaking exhibition “Tokyo Pop’ at Hiratsuka Museum of Art in
1996, which included all four artists, to Murakami’s group exhibition ‘Little Boy: The Arts
of Japan's Exploding Subculture” which opened in April 2005, central to my research is an

exploration of contemporary art’s engagement with the pervasiveness of cuteness in

Japanese culture.

These four artists deal with different aspects and issues that form the discourse around
cuteness. including the proliferation of cuteness in Japanese popular culture and its origins;
cuteness and kitsch, and debates surrounding the commodification of art; cuteness and the
erotic, in particular rorikon (Lolita complex) and the subculture of otaku, including the
obsessive fanatics of manga (Japanese comics) and anime (animated films); the
transformation of cuteness into the grotesque; cuteness and nostalgia; and cuteness and

new technology, including virtual reality.

Cuteness is now so salient in Japanese culture, that it represents an everyday aesthetic.
(McVeigh 1996, 308) Brian McVeigh refers to cuteness as a ‘key symbol in Japanese
society.” (McVeigh 1996, 293) Sharon Kinsella states the word ‘kawaii’ (cute) was in 1992
the most widely used, widely loved, habitual word in modern living Japanese. (Kinsella
1995, 221) Susan Napier also refers to the Japanese ‘culture of kawaii’, (Napier 2000, 29)
and Sawaragi Noi even alludes to a ‘rule by cuteness’ in Japan. (Sawaragi 1992, 75) How
have Japanese contemporary artists commented on the proliferation of cuteness in Japanese
popular culture, and what insights can contemporary art provide? ‘Cuteness and Kitsch’
the Shiseido Gallery, Tokyo and Art Tower Mito’s joint exhibition in 2001, is a rare
example of an exhibition which sought to go beyond the traditional associations and

develop a new understanding of the meanings of these concepts.

Previous research into cuteness has been limited, both within the field of popular culture
and fine art. Cuteness has been a fringe value in art of different periods, and Matsui

Midori’s essay ‘Kawairashisa no shinri, shihai to itsudatsu no késé’ (The Psychology of



Cuteness: the structure of its dominance and deviations), (Matsui 1996a, 24-41) is one of
the few texts dealing directly with cuteness and art. Looking at contemporary art in general,
she argues that cuteness usually has a derogatory meaning, and, at least from the point of
view of modernism and modernist thinkers, it is associated with kitsch. Matsui’s article,
which was part of special feature on cute in the journal Bijutsu Techd, while highlighting
the relative lack of research on cuteness specifically, focuses mainly on Western artists
such as Kim Dingle. In his essay ‘Tokyo Pop to wa nani ka?’ (What is Tokyo Pop?),
Sawaragi Noi compares Nara Yoshitomo and Murakami Takashi to the American artists
Mike Kelley and Jeff Koons, who had been using cute kitsch since his 1989 ‘Banality’
exhibition. (Sawaragi 1999a, 70-78) Research on cuteness in the work of new Japanese

artists is relatively lacking, and it is the aim of this thesis to make a contribution to this

field.

Within Japanese art history studies of these four artists are often incomplete. Murakami
himself has claimed that the art world largely overlooked his Miss Ko’ project, for example.
(Murakami 2001. 89) Recently Murakami has had much more media attention in Japan,
from both the popular press and serious art journals, particularly since 2003 and the selling
of his work Miss Ko’ by Christie’s, New York for 567,500 dollars. His collaboration with
Louis Vuitton in the same year also brought a great deal of publicity and popular magazine
interviews, but they often lack any serious analysis. Murakami’s exhibitions in America
and Europe, and Nara’s in Germany, have lead to a number of reviews, and catalogue
essays by Western art theorists, but these rarely focus on cuteness, and often lack in-depth

analysis of Japanese culture.

The press reaction to Murakami’s 2002 show in London at the Serpentine Gallery was very
critical. The Guardian, for example, referred to ‘a nasty kind of infantilism’ and ‘sub-
surreal stupidities,” and claimed ‘there was no sign of any internal critique, just a lot of
very high-class production values.” (Searle 2002, 16) This highlights both the necessity of
a full awareness of the context for Japanese contemporary art, namely Japanese popular
culture, and the problem of contemporary art maintaining a critical position. Do Pop Art
signs simply replay the scene of consumerist desire, or do they prise open a critical gap in
it? Murakami’s theory of Super Flat revisits the kitsch versus avant-garde debate raised by
the Pop Art of the 1960s, preferring a new reading of Pop Art which focuses on its

decoding and deciphering of popular culture. Sawaragi has argued that in adopting the



semblance to cute consumer products, the final aim is to demythologize. (Sawaragi 1999a,
70-78) While there is still a view which demands that ‘high art’ maintains a critical
position. Jean Baudrillard argues however. that even as we might read subversion into art,
this represents simply a nostalgia for critical art. (Baudrillard 2001, 144) Even if these
artists do try to put forward a critical gap, is it in reality closed? The possibility of

maintaining a critical position is an important question for this thesis.

It might be pointed that the Japanese art world infrastructure itself has had an influence on
contemporary artistic practice. In Japan artists typically rent the gallery space for the
duration of the exhibition. It could be argued that the commercial nature of gallery space
might reinforce art’s links with popular culture. While this is a consideration, there has
been a recent shift in Japan to new kinds of galleries which more closely resemble
European and American models, and particularly the four artists examined in this thesis

have exhibited in this way.
Unwrapping Cuteness: an interdisciplinary approach

The group exhibition ‘Tokyo Pop’ at Hiratsuka Museum of Art in 1996, and the exhibition
‘Ironic Fantasy - Another World by Five Contemporary Artists’ at the Miyagi Museum of
Art in the same year, both included the artists Murakami Takashi, Aida Makoto, Nara

Y oshitomo and Mori Mariko. All four artists were born in the 1960s, and these exhibitions
are shaped by the factor of ‘generation’. (Sawaragi 1996, n.p.) These artists, as Sawaragi
states, ‘deconstruct their identity under the influence of pop culture’ that consists of comics,
animation, pop music, and high technology. (Sawaragi 1996, n.p.) Sawaragi also points out
that what must not be forgotten is the influence and relationship to the economic
environment of the 1980s in Japan, a time when a ‘highly developed consumption culture

emerged.’ (Sawaragi 1996, n.p.)

Aida Makoto also participated in ‘The Group 1965: The Voices from Tokyo’ exhibition at
the Contemporary Art Factory, Tokyo in 1998. Aida is a member of Shéwa 40 nenkai, or
Group 1965, a loose group of artists born in the year 1965, who, as Matsui suggests,
represent a return to an indigenous structure of anti-modernity inspired by angura. (Matsui
2002, 142) Angura, an abbreviation of ‘underground’, was the word attached to the artistic

experiments of the 1960s. In reaction to Japanese high culture’s dependence on the



translations of modernist plays and fiction, angura turned to domestic reality for material

and inspiration.

The group exhibitions *Tokyo Pop’ and *Ironic Fantasy - Another World by Five
Contemporary Artists™ offer different perspectives on the new Pop art that appeared in the

early 1990s.

While “Ironic Fantasy" focussed on the artists’ critical analyses of Japanese
hyperconsumer culture, *“Tokyo Pop’ emphasized their response to the significant
cultural change that occurred in the 1970s: the rapid transformation of J apan into a
postindustrial society and emerging of the mass consumer culture nationwide.
"Tokyo Pop™ gave powerful representations to the sense of anxiety caused by this

situation. (Matsui 1997, 110)
These exhibitions present the possibility of the study of broad trends in Japanese
contemporary art. Interviews with Murakami Takashi, Aida Makoto and Mori Mariko,
form a key part of the research for the thesis. They allowed for specific questions regarding
cuteness to be put to the artists directly, and provide significant new material, and an
original contribution to the knowledge of contemporary Japanese art, and further the

understanding of cuteness in Japanese popular culture.

The monthly art journal Bijutsu Teché (Art Notebook) is one of the key journals for
Japanese contemporary art, and has published a number of interviews with these artists,
and translating these texts provided additional important research material for this thesis.
The May 1999 issue of Bijutsu Techo featured a ‘Murakami special’, for example; the
cover shows Murakami’s character Mr. DOB. (111.1-1) Kusumi Kiyoshi, editor of Bijutsu
Teché. along with the art critic Sawaragi Noi, and Ikeuchi Tsutomo, manager of the
Roentgen Art Institute, ‘can be regarded as the god-fathers’, of ‘Neo Pop’ in the early
1990s, “as all three had a decisive influence on the dissemination of the ideas.” (Brehm

2002, 19)

This research of cuteness in popular culture through Japanese contemporary art, while

focusing on exhibitions, artists’ statements, and close readings of individual works, must
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also involve studies from outside the field of art criticism, and take on an interdisciplinary
approach. The journal Kékoku Hihyé (Advertising Review), for example, whose subject is
actually trends in advertising, also featured a special on Tokyo Pop. (111.1-2) Non-art

historical sources provide important material, with magazines such as Model Graphix, and

Brutus also having published features, and artist interviews.

An everyday aesthetics of cuteness now permeates almost every aspect of Japanese culture.
The police torce for example, have their own cute character Pipo-kun, which acts as a kind
of mascot. (Ill.1-3) Various banks have used other popular cute characters, such as Dick
Bruna’s Miffy. or Sanrio’s Hello Kitty. There is an emphasis on cuteness that goes beyond,
but is related to, things that were once perhaps marketed solely at girls. In order to examine
fully the meanings and uses of cuteness this study draws on texts from areas outside art

history. including anthropology and sociology.

That cuteness is often dismissed as trivial and superficial has lead to a lack of serious
analysis. There is an argument though that a more detailed analysis may well reveal
significant results. Brian McVeigh points out that it is Hello Kitty’s innocuousness that
conceals her power. (McVeigh 2000, 226) Daniel Harris also recognises that while
everywhere we turn we see cuteness, most people do not recognise its artificiality, and
echoes Sharon Kinsella’s argument that cuteness is in fact ‘extremely artificial and
stylized.” (Kinsella 1995, 240) Cuteness is ‘the very embodiment of innocence’ and as
such represents an absence of the designed and manipulated qualities of what is in fact a
‘heavily mannered aesthetic’. (Harris 2000, 2)

The chilling paradox of the fetishes over which we croon so irrepressibly is that
their cuteness suggests guilessness, simplicity, and a refreshing lack of affectation,
the very antithesis of what we would expect if we were to judge these toys on the
basis of their extreme stylization alone. (Harris 2000, 3)

These studies highlight the fact that despite its simplified surface, cuteness is in fact

multifaceted, and requires a systematic investigation.

Murakami states that Japan’s character culture is one of communication design, and argues
that Japanese people use cuteness to disguise what they really want to say. (Murakami in
Gomez 1999, 18) Taking this concept of cuteness as a camouflage, one aim of this thesis is

to uncover some of the meanings which at first glance are hidden. Eleanor Heartney for
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example, refers to the ‘painful contradictions’, which lie beneath the surface of the made-

in-America view of Japan and the Disneylandesque qualities of modern Tokyo. (Heartney
1990, 213)

In Aida’s works it is possible to detect an anti-modernism which resonates with Jameson’s
notions of the postmodern. In *Postmodernism and Consumer Society’ Jameson states that
one of the key features of postmodernism is that it emerges as

a reaction against the established forms of modernism, against this or that dominant
high modernism which conquered the university, the museum, the art gallery
network, and the foundations. (Jameson 1983, 111)
Jameson points out that before we try and locate resistance to the dominant forces, it is first
necessary to identify those dominant forces. Postmodernism can be seen as a new cultural
logic in its own right, as something more than a mere reaction. Jameson’s use of
postmodernism as a framework, is to provide ‘a principle for the analysis of cultural texts
which is at the same time a working system that can show the general ideological function

of all these features taken together.” (Jameson quoted in Stephanson 1986/87, 69)

Jameson’s study of postmodernism, in which he highlights ‘pastiche and schizophrenia’,
and also nostalgia as key features, resonates with the 1990s scene in Japan. (Jameson 1983,
111-125)

Insofar as Postmodernism really expresses multinational capitalism, there is some
cognitive content to it. It is articulating something that is going on. If the subject is
lost in it, and if in social life the psychic subject has been decentered by late
capitalism, then this art faithfully and authentically registers that. That is its
moment of truth. (Jameson quoted in Stephanson 1986/87, 71)
This thesis, through the close examination of their works and exhibitions, attempts to
locate the points where contemporary Japanese artists offer new perspectives on the
contemporary scene in Japan. As Jameson states ‘individual artists are only interesting if

one finds some moment where the system as a whole, or some limit of it, is being touched.’

(Jameson quoted in Stephanson 1986/87, 72)

In the exhibition ‘Super Flat’ which began in Parco Gallery, Tokyo in 2000 Murakami
outlines his theory of the Super Flat, in which he implies that, while his concept is
restricted to Japan, the applications are global. ‘The world of the future might be like Japan

is today — super flat. Society, customs, art, and culture: all are extremely two-dimensional.’



(Murakami 2000, 5) Jameson also refers to ‘a certain flatness’, a lack of not only visual
depth, but also interpretive depth. ‘Disneyland is on the whole supremely prophetic and
paradigmatic of a lot of this stuff.” (Jameson quoted in Stephanson 1986/87, 70)

Japan is the place ‘where Jameson and Baudrillard coincide’. (Melville 1989, 283) In
"Hyper-Consumer Society and the Role of the Intellectual: the round-table discussion with
Karatani. Derrida, and Asada’ published in the Asahi Journal, (Asada, Derrida & Karatani,
1984, 6-14) Karatani asserts that contemporary Japanese capitalism has gone beyond even
Baudrillard's consumer society. into some other ‘extremely abnormal situation’. (Karatani
quoted in Ivy 1989. 42) According to Miyoshi Masao postmodernism fits Japan very well
— the dispersal and demise of modern subjectivity, the postmodern erasure of historicity,
and parody. "Even Baudrillard might find Japan’s devotion to simulacra a little
frightening.” (Miyoshi 1989, 148) The new age of culture in Japan ‘is not only a universal
condition to be followed by all societies but, more importantly, merely the last stage of a

social model envisaged first by the modern West.” (Miyoshi and Harootunian 1989, xiii)

Manga (Japanese comics) and anime (Japanese animation) are a part of Japanese popular
culture that has attracted a great deal of research, and another source of in-depth studies
regarding cuteness. Manga are key to the spread of cute characters in everyday life in
Japan: Shiokawa Kanako argues manga transformed the original ‘cuteness’ trend into a
visual and conceptual icon that, in turn, has evolved on its own accord.

The changing attitude toward ‘cute’ in Japan was in part engendered by the manga
tradition in the post-war period, and the phenomenal success of the comics medium
as a source of public entertainment encouraged the aesthetical appreciation of the
‘cute’ revolution. (Shiokawa 1999, 97)
Walt Disney and Tezuka Osamu, who were very influential in the 1950s and 1960s,
continue to be key influences today. The study of manga is important because they are ‘not

escapes from the tedium of everyday life, but are implicated in how that life is constructed

and experienced.” (Treat 1996b, 8)

Shéjo manga in particular played an important role in the popularity of cuteness. Shiokawa
traces the birth of cute to its schoolgirl subculture origin in the 1960s, when the word
‘kawaii’ was an in-group slang word used only by certain schoolgirl cliques. (Shiokawa

1999, 97) Shdjo culture is an important part of Japanese popular culture and quite separate



from other aspects. John Whittier Treat argues that shdjo culture is all about consumption,
consumption as pleasure, as play, and as creative act. (Treat 1993, 353-387) The new shojo
culture that came into its own during the ‘fancy-goods’ boom of the 1970s and 1980s was
characterised by cuteness. Sanrio, the company responsible for Hello Kitty, was marketing
an aesthetic. In Brian Belson and Ken Bremner’s book Hello Kitty: The Remarkable Story
of Sanrio and the Billion Dollar Feline Phenomenon, they refer to a ‘culture of cute’,
which grew up around this time, and which they describe as ‘a unique blend of post-
modern desire and infantile affection.” (Belson and Bremner 2004, 6) Hello Kitty
experienced another boom in 1997, when teenage pop idol Kahara Tomomi declared her

love for Hello Kitrv on the well-known television show Utaban.

The abolition of “historicity and historical depth’ is another key characteristic of
postmodernism. (Jameson quoted in Stephanson 1986/87, 69) Jameson refers to ‘the
disappearance of a sense of history.” (Jameson 1985, 125) This resonates with Asada Akira
who. 1n his essay “Infantile Capitalism and Japan’s Postmodernism: A Fairy Tale’, states
that where modernization is the process of maturation, Japan ‘did not at all mature’, but
"seems to be growing progressively more infantile,” and that Japan’s process of
‘infantilization’ is "a parody of Hegelian world history.” (Asada 1989, 276) The question of
whether the proliferation of cuteness represents the ‘infantilization’ of Japanese culture,

referred to by cultural critics such as Asada Akira, is examined in detail in chapter 2.

Why the apparent obsession with all things cute among many Japanese women? According
to McVeigh'’s survey, the most common responses to this query were because cuteness is
‘comforting’, ‘soothing’, ‘relaxing’, ‘makes one feel warm inside’, ‘adds a feeling of
security’. (McVeigh 1996, 294) McVeigh also points out that there were those who
explained that cuteness in a more analytical vein as a form of escape from the real world,
or at least from the high-pressure social world of Japan. Cuteness is tied to fantasy, and a
way of forgetting about the troubles of everyday life. (McVeigh 1996, 294) The abundance
of the cute aesthetic, according to Sharon Kinsella, is a reaction to the dehumanizing
atmosphere of corporate culture, in Japan’s ‘high-tech, de-personalized condition of

postmodernity.” (Kinsella 1995, 220)

10



To regard cuteness only as a decorative surface layer would be to make the mistake of
applying a Western perception and regard wrapping as merely a means to obscure the

object inside.

lo try to take off the layers of wrapping, always to be seeking essences, in this way
we may be throwing out some of the important cultural information we need,
perhaps only to find nothing at all — or a strange, significant emptiness — inside.

(Hendry 1993, 173)
In Japan the function of wrapping is. rather than to refine the object, to add layers of
meaning. Joy Hendry's study of the practice of wrapping in Japan points out that the object
enclosed and the wrapping enclosing it cannot in fact be so easily separated from each
other. (Hendry 1993, 27) Referring to the logic of giving a gift, Roland Barthes also
observes that in Japanese culture the point is not what it contains, but that ‘the triviality of
the thing” is "put off” by being ‘wrapped with as much sumptuousness as a jewel’. (Barthes
1982, 46) Hendry's study highlights the fact that, while Japan is the main focus, the

principles may be applicable to other social systems.

Anthropological studies provide a number of key studies into cuteness and Japanese
popular culture, and have positioned cuteness as a complex, paradoxical commentary on
socio-political relations. McVeigh argues cuteness reinforces vertical power relations,
male/female relations particularly, and the hierarchical nature of Japanese society in
general. Cuteness always to some extent aestheticises powerlessness. Communicated
through commercialisation and commodification, cute things become objectified sentiment,
commenting on and supporting a normative discourse about gender definitions. For

McVeigh, cuteness can be condensed to two key concepts: powerlessness and power.

Kinsella. in her ‘Comments on McVeigh’ published in the same Journal of Material
Culture, questions McVeigh’s analysis of cuteness, particularly his conclusion that
cuteness communicates messages about being the ‘ideal’ woman. (Kinsella 1997, 383-385)
Kinsella prefers to focus on its association with the increasing freedom of young women,
interpreting the cuteness trend as ‘a kind of rebellion or refusal to cooperate with
established social values and realities.” (Kinsella 1995, 43) While McVeigh’s references to
stereotypical Japanese values such as hierarchy, lead to Kinsella being critical of what she
saw as his Orientalist vision of Japan, Kinsella’s use of Western gender theory is also an

issue that needs challenging.

11



Sawaragi Noi draws a connection between the rising trend of cuteness and the imperial
System in Japan. *In Japan we have many cute objects, cute styles of art, which have deep
roots in our parliamentary monarchy.” (Sawaragi 1992, 75) Sawaragi in particular refers to
the last moments of the reign of emperor Hirohito.

[T]he postwar emperor Hirohito was very popular among the people as a cute, old
man. In one sense this cuteness was neutral, in another, it was controlling. Couldn’t
one call this rule by “cuteness™ rather than “rule by power”? It brings to mind a
feminine way of controlling; cute objects and cute art actually do not have any
relationship with the context of feminism, but they reflect the oppression of
individualism under the emperor in postwar democracy. (Sawaragi 1992b, 75)
These issues of cuteness and power relations, that need careful unpicking, are examined in

more detail in chapter 2.
The Importance of Cuteness

While there has been relative neglect of this subject by previous researchers, the research
into cuteness 1s important on several theoretical and practical grounds, particularly in the
contribution it can make to the understanding of postmodernism, which ‘expresses the
inner truth of that newly emergent social order of late capitalism.” (Jameson 1983, 113)
Azuma Hiroki, for example, claims the ‘character culture’ of Japan, is representative of the

postmodern condition. (Azuma 2000b, 2-8)

Cuteness is a major aesthetic development of the 20th century. A series of pandas used by
the Japanese promotional book club Yonda? in various marketing campaigns highlights
this design evolution. (Il1.1-4) It is possible to see a progression from original teddy bear
designs from the 1880s, which were relatively naturalistic in appearance, to the more
rounded teddy bear design starting around the 1970s, ‘a consequence of the need to

increase huggability.” (Harris 2000, 10)

Over the last few decades, Pooh and Paddington have improved their posture,
sprouted fat, dwarfish arms, and, moreover, submitted to a barrage of rhinoplastic
amputations that has turned their crunching mandibles into harmless bulges that
protrude only slightly from round, unthreatening faces. (Harris 2000, 10)

The third image shows how the Yonda? panda has become more iconic in shape and

appearance, as it takes on the modern graphic status of a cartoon bear. Philip Brophy refers
to this as a ‘continually transforming morphology’, which shows a clear transformation

from the realist panda to the ‘corporate logoism of the modern cute biomorph’, and the

12
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major trait, this *complex semiotic continuum’ defines, is cute. (Brophy 1997, 28)

With PostPets, the Sony email software characters, the teddy bear has now continued
along Baudrillard's precession of simulacra into the virtual cuteness of Momo, a
cyberspace pet which organizes and delivers e-mails for its owner, even independently
sending mail to friends. (Ill.1-5) According to Jean Baudrillard the image passes through
successive phases. Firstly it is the reflection of a basic reality, then it masks and perverts a
basic reality, thirdly it masks the absence of a basic reality, and finally it bears no relation
to any reality whatever: it is its own pure simulacrum. (Baudrillard 1983, 1 1) For
Baudrillard this represents the mutation of the real into the hyperreal. Cuteness signifies an
1dealized social world, an exaggerated environment radically divorced from the real world.
"Like the bear/teddy bear/cartoon-bear conflation, most depictions of cuteness do not aim

to copy. say, the visage of the baby, but instead intend to codify the happy/kind domain of
the baby.” (Brophy 1997, 28)

With swollen legs. rounded bodies and faces, useless pink stump fingers, or arms cut off at
the wrist, Daniel Harris argues the aesthetic of cuteness creates a class of outcasts and
mutations.

Cuteness is not an aesthetic in the ordinary sense of the word and must by no means
be mistaken for the physically appealing, the attractive. In fact, it is closely linked
to the grotesque, the malformed. (Harris 2000, 3)

The element of the grotesque in cuteness is deliberate, an explicit intention to elicit the

complex emotions we feel when we encounter cute characters.

The grotesque is cute because the grotesque is pitiable, and the primary emotion of
this seductive and manipulative aesthetic that arouses our sympathies by creating
anatomical pariahs, like the Cabbage Patch Dolls, or even E.T. (Harris 2000, 4)

The issue of cuteness and the grotesque is explored in chapter 4, particularly with reference

to the works of Aida Makoto.

Something becomes cute not necessarily because of a quality it has but because of a quality
it lacks, ‘a certain neediness and inability to stand alone’. (Harris 2000, 4)

Because it aestheticizes unhappiness, helplessness, and deformity, it almost always
involves an act of sadism on the part of its creator, who makes an unconscious

14




1-6. Sir John Tenniel, 1865 Alice

Disney. 1951 Alice in Wonderland
Zero games, 2001 hajimete no rusuban (first house sitter)
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attempt to maim, hobble, and embarrass the thing he seeks to idolize.

(Harris 2000, 5)
Kinsella argues that being cute meant behaving childlike, which ‘involved an act of self-
mutilation, posing with pigeon toes, pulling wide-eyed innocent expressions’, for example.
"In cute culture, young people become popular according to their apparent weakness,
dependence and inability. rather than because of their strengths and capabilities.” (Kinsella
1995. 237) For Harris too, the process of conveying cuteness to the viewer disempowers its
objects. creating “lovable inferiors’, (Harris 2000, 4) and making them appear ‘more

ignorant and vulnerable than they really are.” (Harris 2000, 6)

Three illustrations based on Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland are presented by
Morikawa Kaichird as a series to highlight a powerful transformation. (Morikawa 2003,
106) (111.1-6) The first illustration is by Sir John Tenniel in 1865, the second is from the
Disney animated film version Alice in Wonderland in 1951, and the third is from a
Japanese computer game hajimete no rusuban (first house sitter) by Zero games in 2001.
In his book Morikawa labels the illustrations Europe, America and Japan respectively, and
argues just as Europe degenerated into America, so did America into Japan. (Morikawa
2004. 23) These illustrations can also be arranged by date, providing another illustration of

the development of the cute aesthetic seen with the Yonda? Panda illustrations.
Plan of Chapters

This section highlights the key research questions, and outlines the material to be examined

in each chapter.

Chapter 2 focuses on the works of contemporary artists who have engaged with cuteness in
contemporary Japanese popular culture, and through interviews with them provides
original research material. Murakami Takashi asks what powerful icons of the present day
serve as the context for our art? Through an examination of Murakami’s character Mr.
DOB, for example, this chapter questions the relationship of cuteness to the process of
commodification and the proliferation of characters like Miffy and Hello Kitty, and by
including key secondary material this chapter questions whether cuteness is not merely
something trivial but involving power play and gender role issues. An examination of

shojo culture includes issues of gender played out in the writings of Brian McVeigh and
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Sharon Kinsella, and what has been described as a process of ‘infantilization” which,
according to a number of J apanese cultural theorists, has meant the term shdjo is now

applicable to postmodern identity as a whole, and not restricted to young girls.

How Japanese contemporary artists have used cuteness to deconstruct traditional artistic
values is examined in chapter 3. *Super Flat’, the exhibition curated by Murakami that
began in Parco Gallery, Tokyo in 2000, included non-fine artists such as the animators
Morimoto Kioji and Kanada Yoshinori, and Anno Hideaki. Murakami’s concept of Super
Flat represents an art historical perspective of Japanese manga and animation, which
questions what happened in the cultural scene in Japan after the World War II, and what

was born especially as a result of the influence of imported pop culture.

The relationship of cuteness to the erotic, particularly in the works of Murakami Takashi
and Aida Makoto. are examined in chapter 4. Murakami’s 1998 exhibition ‘Ero Pop
Christmas’ featured erotic manga artist Machino Henmaru, and figure maker Bome, who
Murakami had worked with to make life-sized sculptures. An investigation of Murakami’s
figure projects Miss Ko’ 1996, Hiropon 1997 and My Lonesome Cowboy 1998, is informed
by an exploration into the subculture world of otaku, the obsessive manga and anime fans
in Japan. including many who are devoted followers of erotic and grotesque manga. In
particular how the cuteness in Japanese ero manga (adult comics) and anime, particularly
rorikon (Lolita complex) manga, which conflicts with the often violent and pornographic

content, represents a displacement of cuteness.

Chapter 5 explores the reasons underlying Sawaragi Noi’s claim that ‘monster’, is one of
the key words that capture the meaning of ‘Tokyo Pop’. (Sawaragi 1999a, 70-78) In the
Melting DOB series 1999, Murakami’s character Mr. DOB mutates into a jagged-toothed
monster, while Nara Yoshitomo’s work also often includes a horror element in his
typically cute figures. This chapter investigates the meaning of the transformation of

cuteness into the grotesque, and questions whether this is representative of what has been

referred to as postmodern schizophrenia.

The aim in chapter 6 is to investigate the association of cuteness with nostalgia, and
question how this has informed the work of a generation of contemporary Japanese artists.

The Doraemon’ exhibition held at Sogd Museum in the Sogd department store in
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Yokohama in 2003, celebrated the 25th anniversary of the television animation series
Doraemon, and thirty artists contributed to the exhibition, including Nara Yoshitomo, and
Murakami Takashi. In particular Nara Yoshitomo’s works, which often include a horror

element, are examined with regard to a confrontation with elements we might choose to

~

forget.

Mori's work Play with Me 1994 is set in the electric appliance and computer equipment
stores of Akihabara, an area of Tokyo famous for cheap electrical goods, which was at that
time beginning to realign its focus towards computer software, games and DVDs. Through
Mori Mariko’s early works, chapter 7 investigates how contemporary art has questioned

the cuteness represented in the virtual reality of computer games, and science-fiction

manga and anime.

This thesis undertakes an interrogation of these themes and will examine areas where the

Key questions might intersect.
Cuteness: towards a definition

The 2001 second edition of the dictionary Nikongo Daijiten, first published by
Shogakukan in 1972. gives a detailed definition of the word ‘kawaii’, including an
etymological account. which gives a number of usage examples dating from the 15th
century. and makes use of important early 17th century Japanese-Portuguese dictionaries.
The Daijiten refers to five different meanings. Firstly, there is an emphasis on pity, and an
air of arousing someone’s pity; ‘kawaii’ used to express sympathy, and feeling sorry for
someone. A second meaning traced back to the beginning of the 19th century attaches
‘kawaii’ to being attracted to a person, or something that is treasured and cherished; the
desire to take care of a person. The third meaning refers to something that looks lovable, or
pretty. A young woman, or child’s face for example. The fourth meaning is some thing or
shape that is pleasing, likable or little. This usage of ‘kawaii’ to mean small and beautiful,
particularly the emphasis on small size, can be traced back to 1813. A child’s tiny hands
are an example. The fifth meaning in the Daijiten is something insignificant, or sorrowful.
It includes an element of contempt, insult. This is where the notion of powerlessness comes

from, and there is a reference to the insignificance of people of low rank or status. The
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Daijiten refers to the Goshi, a book of etymology, which also refers to meanings such as

hazukashii (ashamed. embarrassed), and samariga warui (feel awkward).

Today’'s meaning and usage of “kawaii’ has shifted, and has an expanded meaning
compared to the English word *cute’. Kawaii can be used to describe someone’s face, or an
object. It can also be used to refer to old people. Kawaii sometimes refers to the
unbalanced features of a teddy bear. or the face of a baby. Matsui Midori also points out
that the feeling of “cute" is unbusinesslike, rude behaviour that is different from the
rationality and efficiency of adult society, and in patriarchal authority, this is a word used

in relation to women and children. (Matsui 1996a, 24-41)

Sharon Kinsella argues a new usage of the word ‘kawaii’ started with high schoolgirls
during the maruiji (round letters) craze, and refers to Yamane Kazuma’s important
research into this subject. (Kinsella 1995, 221) The cute style, she argues, began as ‘an
underground literary trend amongst young people who developed the habit of writing
stvlized childish letters to one another and then to themselves.” (Kinsella 1995, 224) This
coincides with the start of Sanrio in 1971 and Hello Kitty in 1974. Shimamura Mari states
‘rather than being another post-war value, the present meaning of kawaii has not been in

existence for any longer than fifteen years.” (Shimamura 1991, 225)

By the 1980s kawaii style dominated Japanese popular culture. Kinsella refers to this
period as ‘a peak of saccharine intensity.” (Kinsella 1995, 220) While cuteness did in fact
continue to expand after the 1980s, it was certainly a key period, and one of particular
significance for the artists in this thesis. The word kawaii itself was by 1992 estimated by
the monthly women’s fashion magazine CREA published by Bungeishunjg, to be ‘the most
widely used, widely loved, habitual word in modern living Japanese.’ (Quoted in Kinsella
1995, 221) In around 1995 cuteness also experienced a boom in otaku culture, particularly

in anime and computer game characters.

Hello Kitty celebrated her 30th anniversary in 2004. Nostalgia is now an important factor,
as the young girls of the 1980s become mothers. In Kinsella’s research, in which she asked
the question ‘In what kinds of situations might you use the word kawaii?’ she found

themes dominated by childhood, and a childhood associated with innocence, and a naive
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unity with the world, and concludes that ‘for cute fans, cute sentiments were all about the

recovery of a childlike emotional and mental state.’ (Kinsella 1995, 239)

Because of its ambiguity and what McVeigh terms its ‘multivocality’, it is very difficult to

arrive at a definition of cuteness.

C u.teness is a concept of great cultural ubiquity and is often used to characterize
object.s (toys, small things). persons (children, young girls, women), behaviour
(certain words, facial expressions), an attitude (one’s feelings toward a thing or
person). Consequently attempts at defining it for methodological purposes are
problematic. (McVeigh 1996, 293)
McVeigh also states that cuteness has the basic principles of having the features of a child,
and the ability to arouse the protective instinct in others. To this he adds ‘the desire of a
cute person to want to be liked, which is accomplished by expressing weakness.’
(McVeigh 1996. 295) McVeigh examines three areas specifically — how the people who
use cuteness explain its meaning; how cuteness as a symbol derives meaning from its
relationship with other symbols; and how people make use of cuteness in everyday life, i.e.
the operational. practical and socio-political aspects of cuteness. What McVeigh calls the
"operational meaning of cute objects’ concerns how people use a symbol to make other
people do. think. or feel certain things. Having outlined a definition of cuteness, the

following section will now examine the problematics of researching Japanese culture from

a position outside Japan.

Japanese Popular Culture

A number of studies have looked at Japanese culture as it is exported to the West,
particularly America, where Japanese manga and anime are becoming increasingly popular.

Anne Allison, for example, refers to cuteness as Japan’s ‘millennial product’. (Allison

2004, 34)

While the study of Japanese popular culture, like that of any nation’s, is not an
exclusively new undertaking, neither is its history all that long; perhaps more
importantly, as a nation outside the West, the question of Japan’s popular culture
inevitably invites the questions of origins, sources, influences and colonialisms
both long-standing and otherwise. The enquiry in Japanese popular culture cannot
be much older than the concept of the ‘popular’ or of ‘culture’, both words that in
their contemporary contexts run parallel to discourses of the ‘modern’ and, behind
them but never too far away, the ‘West’. (Treat 1996b, 4)

20



Japan is now part of the global order, and therefore ‘we’ includes the Japanese. (Treat
1996b. 11)

John Whittier Treat’s study of contemporary Japan brings to the critical forefront the
problem of analysing the cultural history of Japan, from a seemingly objective point of
view. raising the key issue of how to study Japan. (Treat 1996, 1-14)

Someone may continue to see in, for example, the 1980s subculture of dancing
Sugday rockers in Tokyo's Yoyogi Park a reiteration of J apan’s group-orientated
social traditions (Littleton 1985), but such explanations no longer, if they ever did,
suffice to account for a set of fluid symbolic systems and practices that enable
different groups to make various kinds of sense of their lives today. (Treat 1996b,

1)
As Treat states it is necessary to be sceptical whenever we think we see familiar patterns or
values re-emerge in a culture that has been ‘continuous’ for reasons less historical than

ideological.

In Empire of Signs, Roland Barthes insisted his was an imaginary Japan, and Japan is a
‘fictive nation” in his text. (Barthes 1982, 3) Specifically nationalistic conceptualisations of
culture and history are rejected by Barthes, as he incites ‘the possibility of difference, of
mutation, of a revolution in the propriety of symbolic systems’. (Barthes 1982, 3-4)

Such a critical move would suspend the need to locate Japan in opposition to
Western culture and therefore naturalise it as part of a mythological ‘Orient’.
Barthes is looking to put forward a representation of difference that yields a
plurality of definitions and conceptual tools, and that avoids creating cultural
stereotypes. Empire of Signs pushes back the traditional disciplinary boundaries of
cultural history by showing its limitations. (Trifonas 2001, 49)

The problem of studying Japan from the position of the West, and avoiding accusations of

Orientalism has been tackled in different ways in previous studies.

Taking into account the problematic issue of researching Japan from the West, this thesis
takes the position of investigating contemporary Japanese popular culture as a scene of the
postmodern. It is a position which has been employed in previous research, such as Masao
Miyoshi and Harry Harootunian, who in Postmodernism and Japan also put forward a way
of looking at Japan as a ‘scene’ or ‘space’ of postmodernism. ‘Japan offers the occasion, in
a way that may very well resist representation and narrativization, to examine the scene of

this new imagery.’ (Miyoshi and Harootunian 1989, xii) Karatani Kéjin, while also
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referring to a ‘new phase of capitalism’ emblematic to Japan, (Karatani quoted in Miyoshi
and Harootunian 1989. xv) in the round-table discussion with J acques Derrida, and Asada
Akira published in the {sahi Journal he raises this issue of employing Western theory,
namely the possibility of deconstruction to J apan. (Asada, Derrida, & Karatani 1984, 6-14)

This will be examined in further detail, particularly in relation to Japanese contemporary

art’s engagement with popular culture, in chapter 3.

Sawaragi Noi points out in the exhibition ‘Ironic Fantasy - Another World by Five
Contemporary Artists’, that Murakami Takashi, Mori Mariko, and Nara Yoshitomo,
partake in their creative work in and out of Japan. (Sawaragi 1996, n.p.) The objectivity
that living and working outside Japan allows, was also referred to directly by Mori Mariko
in my interview with her.

Before I moved to New York, I was in London for 4 years, so altogether for five or
six years [ wasn't really living in Tokyo. When I came back and visited my family
I was quite shocked about the whole thing, it was like a culture shock for me. I was
able to see objectively, as an observer from the outside, rather than from the inside.

I was able to look at it more objectively.

(Mor1 interview 2004)
It is a key consideration to which Mori has referred to before, (Fujimori 1995, 50-55) and it
suggests an advantage from being able to look at Japanese popular culture from a position

somewhat outside it.

Having laid the foundations and introduced the key research questions, this thesis proceeds

with a detailed description of the research.
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Chapter2  Commodification: cute consumerist signs and objects

A snapshot of a shop shutter in Harajuku, Tokyo, offers a quick take on the hyper-
consumer scene of Japanese contemporary culture as Hokusai’s The Great Wave is touched
up. re-worked, Mount Fuji erupts, and smiling Kat6-chans explode everywhere. (11.2-1)
Kato-chan, a famous animated TV character in J apan, is a sarariman, what the Japanese
call an average nine to five office worker, supports what is jokingly called a ‘barcode’
hairstyle. and is representative of the ‘character goods’ merchandising which is now a
massive industry in Japan. Not just toys and stationery, but food, home appliances, life
insurance, mortgages, and you can pay for it all with a Hello Kitty credit card. (111.2-2)

Cute characters have spread into train stations and airports, banks and local government

offices. even police stations.

Cuteness can be seen as constructing a sensibility rather than just reflecting it. Cuteness is
everywhere. being repeatedly exposed to it to such an extent that it becomes instinctive and
automatic. and because it operates on the level of the trivial and everyday it isn’t
questioned. Brian McVeigh argues cuteness can often disguise power since on the surface
it appears harmless: it is the very ‘innocuousness’ of Hello Kitty that conceals her power.
(McVeigh 2000, 226) Although cuteness is often trivialised and this has lead to a lack of
serious research, the suggestion is that something significant is being concealed. This
chapter aims to build a theoretical foundation upon which the research is based by
reviewing the relevant literature to identify issues which have not been answered by

previous research.

The main research focus of this chapter is to examine how Japanese contemporary art has
commented on this proliferation of cuteness in Japanese popular culture and what insights
they offer to enable a clearer understanding of cuteness in Japanese popular culture and
how it operates in Japanese society. Murakami Takashi puts forward the question ‘What
powerful icons of the present day serve as the context for our art?’ (Murakami 2001a, 132)
Murakami’s character Mr. DOB, a cross between the Japanese character Doraemon and
Mickey Mouse, (111.2-3) features in a great number of Murakami’s paintings, sculptures,
balloons, and merchandising, appearing on T-shirts, key rings, stickers and badges, and

represents an enquiry into the ‘secret of market survival’, or the ‘universality’ of characters
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2-1. Harajuku Shutter Artist, 1998
Shop shutter on Takeshita Dori, Harajuku, Tokyo
Photo the author
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2-2. Hello Kitty, 2000
I'isa credit card

2-3. Murakami Takashi, 1998
Blue
Acrylic on canvas

40x 40 x4 cm
Collection Roderic Steincamp, New York
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like Mickey Mouse, Sonic the Hedgehog, Doraemon, Miffy, Hello Kitty, even the Hong

Kong made rip-offs. The implementation and analysis of this was the first goal of the DOB
project. (Murakami 2001a, 132)

In 1996 Murakami launched the Hiropon Factory in Asaka, Saitama, where he created his
own works and “produced’ a number of young artists. The exhibition ‘Tokyo Pop,’ at
Hiratsuka Museum of Art in the same year, included Murakami along with Aida Makoto,
Mori Mariko and Nara Yoshitomo. Matsui Midori advances the argument that this is a
response to the rapid transformation of Japan into a post-industrial society since the 1970s
and the emergence of a mass consumer culture nationwide, and that the exhibition ‘Tokyo

Pop” gave powerful representation to the ‘sense of anxiety’ caused by this situation.
(Matsui 1997. 10)

1996 was also the year Jean Baudrillard published his article ‘Disney World Company’, in
which he states that the new world order is in Disney mode. (Baudrillard 1996, 169-173)
Baudrillard argues Disney has erased the real by turning it into a three-dimensional virtual
image with no depth, and that ‘Disneyland is presented as imaginary in order to make us
believe that the rest is real.” (Baudrillard 1983, 25) Disneyland is the archetypal
simulacrum and a model of the post-modern; the real is no longer real, but of the order of
the hyperreal and simulation. Karatani Kojin even asserts that contemporary Japanese
capitalism has gone ‘beyond even Baudrillard’s consumer society, into some other

‘extremely abnormal situation.” (Karatani quoted in Ivy 1989, 42)

American popular culture, especially Disney has been a key influence on Japanese popular
culture, particularly with regard to manga and anime. The rise of cuteness in Japan was in
part engendered by the manga tradition in the post-war period, and the phenomenal success
of the comics medium as a source of public entertainment encouraged the aesthetical
appreciation of the ‘cute’ revolution. (Shiokawa 1999, 97) Shéjo manga in particular
played an important role in the rise of the popularity of cuteness in the post-war period. An
illustration by Macoto provides an example of this. (I11.2-4)

The emergence of shdéjo manga, or girls comics, is the first and foremost
contributor to the present-day mass consumption of anything ‘cute.’
(Shiokawa 1999, 99)
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2-4. Macoto, 1961
Puchi ra magazine cover May 1961
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Anne Allison also argues that cuteness. a powerful theme in contemporary Japanese

character merchandising, developed out of the shdjo culture of the 1970s. (Allison 2004,
40)

Contemporary images of shdjo in works by Aida Makoto allude to the 1990s discourse of
shéjo, which centred on passivity. consumerism, commodification, and moral and ethical
emptiness. as shdjo became a model of the J apanese nation. Cuteness became equated with
consumption itself and the pursuit of something that dislodges the heaviness and

constraints of modern life.

In high-culture artistic production ‘the girl” has often functioned as a telegraphic

site for society’s, or the (male) artist’s struggle with important issues of modernity.

In the 1980s and 1990s in Japan, the image of the shojo played this role.

(Orbaugh 2003, 206)
The Japanese "culture of cute’ represents a unique blend of postmodern desire and infantile
affection. (Belson and Bremner 2004, 6) McVeigh argues that communicated through
commercialisation and commodification, cute things become ‘objectified sentiment,
commenting on and supporting a normative discourse about gender definitions’, and that
cuteness is tied up with a notion of the ‘ideal woman.” (McVeigh 1996, 308) Sharon
Kinsella however, particularly objects to this assertion and contrary to McVeigh highlights
the rebellious nature of shdjo and their challenge to exactly this kind of gender stereotype.
(Kinsella 1996) Kinsella’s ‘Comments on McVeigh’, (Kinsella 1997, 383-385) and
McVeigh's ‘Reply to Kinsella’ (McVeigh 1997, 385-387) in the Journal of Material
Culture, provides a running dialogue, where McVeigh focuses on the controlling nature of

cuteness, Kinsella on its rebellion against control. Both studies offer significant insights,

but also have issues that need challenging, which will become apparent in this chapter.

A number of studies have questioned whether the dissemination of cuteness and the spread
of shdjo culture represents a process of ‘infantilization’.

Cuteness, in this sense, is childish, and its appeal has increasingly spread to all
elements of the Japanese population — men as well as women, boys as well as girls
— so that, in Japan today, it is no longer confined to the shdjo alone.

(Allison 2004, 40)

Horikiri Naoto also questions whether the term shdjo is no longer confined to just young

girls.
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I ' wonder if we men shouldn’t now think of ourselves as ‘shéjo’, given our
con}pulsory and excessive consumerism, a consumetrism that in recent years afflicts
us like sl§?p\x’alklng. .. The *shdjo’, that new human species born of modern
commodltlcatlon, has today commodified everything and everyone.
(Horikiri quoted in Treat 1996, 281)
Cuteness in this way becomes representative of the postmodern scene in Japan, and this
chapter. by including key secondary material which recognises that cuteness as not merely
something trivial but involving power play and gender role issues, and issues of

"infantilization". aims to examine how contemporary Japanese artists have responded to

this. and provide original research through interviews with them.

A Dissemination of Cuteness

Murakami's character Mr. DOB has been a key motif in Murakami’s work since his
appearance in the exhibition entitled ‘A Romantic Evening’ at the Gallery Cellar, Nagoya
in 1993. (Murakami 1994, 49) The name ‘DOB’ has specific referents in Japanese culture.
Initially a reference to the habit of adding suffixes to manga series, such as Dragonball Z
and Dragonball GT, ‘DOB’ derives from the phrase ‘dobjite, dobjite’ (a muddled
pronunciation of the Japanese doshite, meaning ‘why’) from the 1970s manga and
television anime Inakappe Taishé (Country Bumpkin) by Kawasaki Noboru. (Murakami
2001c, 132) (111.2-5)

Although he hails from the world of marketing, DOB does not promote any product,
except perhaps Murakami. DOB is a disengaged signifier, an ever-changing symbol
of all the other artificially constructed characters that sell merchandise. (Cruz 1999,

17)
Mr. DOB, deliberately cute in the typical style of Japanese characters, represents an

engagement with popular culture within contemporary Japanese art.

The use of marketing strategies by Murakami is evident in his various balloon works
featuring Mr. DOB, which were inspired from the huge balloons used to promote
Doraemon films, with their high impact for very low costs. (I11.2-6) Murakami’s
installation Wink 2001, for example, was on show in New York for one month at Grand
Central Station in the Vanderbilt Hall, a former waiting room of Beaux-Arts splendour,
was seen by the 500,000 people per day that pass through it. (Rubinstein 2001, 111)

Comprising of three huge helium filled balloons, two sixteen feet in diameter, another
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GORAKU COMICS

2-5. Kawasaki Noboru, 1976

Inakappetaishé (The Country Bumpkin)
Manga cover

2-6. Murakami Takashi, 1994
Mr. DOB

Balloon

Photo Kyoto, October 1994
From Murakami 1999b, 50
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twenty-six feet high, held in place by thin wires, they floated thirty feet in the air. (111.2-7)

It was a great marketing scheme for his exhibition in Marianne Boesky Gallery, which was

opening at the same time in New York.

Mr. DOB also reflects Murakami’s more radical ambivalences towards fine art traditions.
Writing DOB in the Roman alphabet, rather than Japanese, is a reference to the popularity
of using English at that time, which extended to J apanese artists who Murakami felt,
without fully understanding the words they were using, and misspelling words, were
imitating language art by Western artists such as Jenny Holzer and Barbara Kruger, who
were popular in Japan at that time. (Murakami 2001a, 132) Critical of this superficial use
of English to impress, and be fashionable, Mr. DOB is ‘an imitation of language art using
not difficult text but a rather silly slogan.” (Murakami quoted in Kelmachter 2002, 3)

Of course, the Japanese contemporary art scene went right along with the boom,
making me even madder. It even spread to the critics responsible for evaluating the
art. I think that, in part, DOB was my attempt to crush that art scene I despised.
(Murakami 2001a, 132)

The importance of cuteness in contemporary art in its double-stance towards fine art

institutions, and the effacement of key boundaries or separations will be examined in more

detail in chapter 3.

The title *Wink> echoes the winking eye in Richard Hamilton’s work $he (1958- 61),
indicating a certain teasing, a knowing sign, and a classic pop statement that resonates with
Marx’s notion of commodities casting ‘flirtatious glances at the buyers.” (Marx 1976, 202)

Murakami possesses the ability to exploit commodities or strategies of consumer
society, to reflect the spiritual emptiness at its core, or to capture the drift of
amorphous desire. (Matsui 1994, 38)

Murakami’s character Mr. DOB is an enquiry into how consumer goods take on an

irresistible charge. As Baudrillard argues, it is not so much the commodities themselves

but the myths they stand for. (Baudrillard 1998)

The characters for the character goods so popular in Japan come from a variety of
backgrounds. Most characters have their roots in manga, animated television series and
movies. Doraemon for example, created by Fujimoto Hiroshi and Abiko Motoo under the

pen name Fujiko F. Fujio, Doraemon first appeared in 1970 in the monthly children’s
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2-7. Murakami Takashi, 2001

Wink

Installation Grand Central Station, New York

3 helium filled balloons, 2 fibreglass and mirror floor works

Photo Rob Wilson
Metropolitan Transit Authority Arts for Transit and Creative Time, New York
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magazine Coro Coro Comic. (I11.2-8) By 1996 the 46 volume paperback series had sold
over 100 million copies. (Shiraishi 2000) In 1978 TV Asahi began an animated version,
which played throughout the 1980s and 1990s. Character merchandise featuring Doraemon

was. and still is, big business in Japan, with toys, stickers, food, stationary, an endless line

of products all featuring Doraemon characters.

Other characters not derived from manga but specifically created for promotion and
advertising of certain companies, brand names and products, work to facilitate product
recognition and add friendly and happy post-wars to the 20th century commodity culture.
Hello Kirtry, for example. can be distinguished from the products of conventional character
merchandising based on existing narrative media such as animated TV series, films, video
games. and manga. Instead, these character-icons are largely lacking in conventional
character detinition and circulate independently of any forms of dominant narrative created
by the producers. This emptiness resurfaces with Saité Tamaki’s comparison of Japanese
characters to Disney characters later in this chapter. Hello Kitty is pure product rather than
having first appeared in a manga or comic book, and exemplifies Baudrillard’s notion of
the simulacrum. the same commodified image copied with no original, exhibiting ‘the
smooth operational surface of communication.” (Baudrillard 1983b, 127) This new
depthlessness, this superficiality, has according to Fredric Jameson, become a general
characteristic of the late 20th century cultural consumption, above all, pleasure taken from

the surface. (Jameson 1991)

Sanrio started Hello Kitty in 1974 and became a pioneer in the marketing of cuteness in
Japan. Hello Kirty demonstrates the sheer sales power of cute, and establishing cuteness as
a key element in the marketplace. There is now a Sanrio theme park in Japan called
Puroland, and a number of Hello Kitty themed karaoke lounges and hotels. Thousands of
Hello Kitty products are on the market, with hundreds of new items released each month,
advertised in her own magazine Kitty Goods. Hello Kitty has grown into a national icon.
The original inspiration though, came from America. President and CEO of Sanrio, Tsuji
Shintard was a fan of Charles Schulz, whom he met in 1970, and eventually won the
license to sell and market goods featuring Snoopy. (Belson and Bremner 2004, 40) Joyce C.
Hall founder of Hallmark cards was also an influence, while the idea for a cat, which was

designed by Shimizu Yiko, came from Lewis Carroll’s Through the Looking Glass.
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Internet shop flier
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(Belson and Bremner 2004, 70) The influence of American popular culture, particularly
Disney is extremely important. From her first appearance in 1974, Hello Kitty was meant
as a global product, a Japanese feline challenge to the American rodent, Mickey Mouse.
Murakami refers to the communicative role of characters, characters acting as an interface

for personal relations, like a mask.

In Japan, communication is about appearances and surfaces. We use cuteness and
formality to disguise what we really want to say. My work looks at the other side of

that cuteness. (Murakami quoted in Gomez 1999, 18)
Japan’s character culture is one of communication design. President and CEO of Sanrio,
Tsuji’s initial idea of starting Sanrio in 1960 was as a ‘social communication’ business,
and as Ken Belson and Brian Bremner argue, character products are now circulated in

variously communicative ways and so can be considered ‘cultural texts’. (Belson and
Bremner 2004)

Mori Mariko also alluded to this aspect of characters in my interview with her.

She has no mouth, but also no mask. She doesn’t have an expression. It’s your
mind that reads what her feelings are. Maybe, historically that’s something
Japanese people do get attracted to. (Mori interview 2004)

Sawaragi had previously singled out cuteness as what he called ‘a very dangerous

tendency of Japanese society.” (Sawaragi 1992, 75)

Hello Kitty and other character goods become companions who engage in a rebounded
dependency, calling upon others’ care and protection, even while providing care and
protection for their caregivers. The fact that this relationship is a commodity itself,
developed within a capitalistic framework does not bother its consumers. Advertisers have
learned that consumers will ‘adopt’ products that they create, and often in their packaging
alone demonstrate an aura of motherlessness, ostracism, and melancholy, ‘the silent
desperation of the lost puppy dog clamouring to be befriended — namely to be bought.’
(Harris 2000, 5) An illustration of the popular Sanrio character My Melody 1s an example.
(111.2-9) Lori Merish also argues that ‘the cute always in some sense represents a
commodity in search of its mother, and is constructed to generate maternal desire.” (Merish
1996, 186) Commodity desire and maternal emotion become confused as cute generates an
aesthetic response in a ‘commercial structure of feminine consumer empathy.” (Merish

1996, 187) As maternal sentiments are transferred to commodities, the aesthetic of
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cuteness “courts consumer empathy, generating a structure of emotional response that

assimilates consumption into the logic of adoption.’ (Merish 1996, 187)

The infantile characteristics. nature’s strategy for eliciting a caring response — are
used. as a foil to engage the spectator’s emotions and present the insidious
relationship between power and powerlessness with reference to this structural

contrast. (Brehm 2002, 17)
McVeigh similarly argues that cuteness, as it permeates the world of Hello Kitty and other
character goods, points to the fundamental rationalities of the helpless and helper, the kept

and the keeper. the dependent and the dependable. Cuteness always to some extent

aestheticises powerlessness. (McVeigh 1996)

Cuteness is used by banks to counter the negative effects of the growing rate of automation
in the banking industry, and to add some emotional appeal to depersonalized banking
transactions. Daiichi Kangyé Bank, for example, used Hello Kitty images in their front
windows. (I11.2-10) and to promote mortgages and loans. (I11.2-11) Que-chan a Chihuahua
used by Aiful Corporation in a series of advertisements, was a huge success, and became a
popular character in its own right. (I11.2-12) This popularity lead to the release of
merchandising products, including a book and CD. In the television commercial
evocatively it is an older man, the girl’s father, who succumbs to the cuteness of the

Chihuahua, first in the pet shop window, and then dressed in a wedding suit. (I1.2-13)

The abundance of the cute aesthetic, according to Kinsella, is a reaction to the
dehumanizing atmosphere of corporate culture, in Japan’s high-tech, de-personalized
condition of postmodernity. (Kinsella 1995, 228) A newspaper article on the rise of
popularity of Winnie the Pooh in Japan, quotes recent statistics to show that in Japan
Christopher Robin’s bear is now more popular than Mickey Mouse and Pokemon. (Watts
2002, 7) Perhaps Pooh seems to fit Japan right now, making people feel at ease in troubled
times. He has a kind of soothing quality that people like. Whereas Pook is comfortably
imperfect, Mickey is exhaustingly energetic and strong willed. (Watts 2002, 7) Anne
Allison also puts forward the argument that cute characters can have a healing effect,
relieving loneliness and reducing stress, highlighting a warm cheer-me-up atmosphere that
cute style gives products. (Allison 2004, 46) What capitalist production processes de-
personalize, the good cute design re-personalizes. Allison questions whether consumption

of lots of cute style goods with powerful emotion-inducing properties could ironically
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2-10. Daiichi Kangyé Bank, 1998

Promotion featuring Hello Kitty, Harajuku, Tokyo
Photo the author
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disguise and compensate for the very alienation of individuals in contemporary society. In
consuming cuteness, the yearning to be comforted and soothed is certainly a key aspect.
There is also an element of childhood nostalgia. Cuteness becomes connected to children

through nostalgia even when it is consumed by adults. The issue of childhood nostalgia

will be examined in more detail in chapter 6.

Nara’s work draws on a sign-like, shorthand language of images with which 20th century

children’s book illustrations were produced.

All his faces include so-called ‘baby schema’, certain key stimuli in the
physiognomy of the young — whether human or animal — that trigger an instinct for
brood care behaviour: spherical head shapes, pudgy cheeks, high foreheads and
disproportionately large eyes with underdeveloped mouths and noses. (Trescher

2001. 15)
The graphic effect of the surface and the signal-like sign character taken to the extreme
leave an endless amount of background space for the fantasy of the child as well as the

adult viewer. This aspect of Nara’s art is obviously and essentially indebted to picture

books by Dick Bruna. (Trescher 2001, 10)

In the same year as the ‘Tokyo Pop’ exhibition, Nara Yoshitomo’s solo exhibition ‘Lullaby
Supermarket’ in Germany and Japan featured figures of dogs and little girls with a certain
sweetness on the surface, and have been compared with the swollen heads of the characters
in Charles M. Schulz’s cartoon Peanuts.

There is the perfect, smooth outer skin of the sculptures, the bright bonbon colours
of the paintings — mint green, cherry red, plum blue. They are cute embodiments of
infantilism in their chubby-cheeked plumpness.
(Trescher 2001, 17)

There has been an emphasis on this kitsch childish cartoon element in most reviews of

Nara’s work, which often end up questioning whether it is in fact art. This ignores

important issues in Nara’s work, which are made apparent in chapter 3.

Nara often incorporates animals in his work, particularly dogs. Children also often appear
dressed in animal costumes in a similar way to Hello Kitty who sometimes wears various
teddy bear outfits. Nara also highlights this as a part of his work, stating that the dog is a

symbol of the human. Itis ‘in need of protection, dependent on its master, but has its own
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will and can be clever as well " (Trescher 2001b, 105) A common and important element in

cute images is animals.

Athropomorphism is to a large extent the rhetorical strategy of children’s books,
which often generate their narratives from a kind of animal transvestism in which
dogs, cats, bears, and pigs have the clothing and demeanour of human beings.

(Harris 2000. 11)
As pets they require loving affection from people. To be cute triggers a sympathetic
response in another, leading to an emotional involvement. For Harris there is a ‘narcissism
of cuteness’. that is evident in the way that the aesthetic ascribes human attributes to
animals. (Harris 2000. 11) Harris describes how cuteness exaggerates ‘the vast
discrepancies of power between the sturdy adult and the enfeebled and susceptible child.’
(Harns 2000, 11) Kinsella too points to cuteness as a weakness, and ‘an inability to deal
with everyday life’. (Kinsella 1995, 239) McVeigh also stresses the focus on
powerlessness, whether seen in infants, small animals, or pretty but defenceless females,
which leads to empathy. (McVeigh 1996, 301) McVeigh concludes that cuteness can be
condensed to the “controllable/controlled and controlling/controller’. (McVeigh 1996, 296)

Murakami’s deployment of cute images, Matsui argues, allowed him to mimic and expose
how political hegemony was consolidated in Japan: through seduction, and by ‘innocent’
immersion into the emotional, national totality. (Matsui 1996, 69)

In Japan we have many cute objects, cute styles of art, which have deep roots in our
postwar parliamentary monarchy... The postwar emperor Hirohito was popular
among the people as a cute, old man. In one sense this cuteness was neutral, in
another, it was controlling. Couldn’t one call this ‘rule by cuteness’ rather than
‘rule by power’? It brings to mind a feminine way of controlling; cute objects and
cute art actually do not have any relationship with the context of feminism, but they
reflect the oppression of individualism under the emperor in postwar democracy.
(Sawaragi 1992, 75)

Sympathetic to these artists Sawaragi supported the new artistic method which ‘parodically

simulated the icons and functions of consumer society, disrupting its rule from within its

system.’” (Matsui 1996b, 124)

In Sawaragi’s essay ‘Roripoppu - sono saishégen no seimei’ (Lollipop: the Minimalist
Life), he used the term ‘simulationism’ to represent the new critical tendency among
contemporary artists. (Sawaragi 1992b, 86-92) Simulationism was also the subject of his

book Simulationism 1991. Simulation is also a key word in the writings of Baudrillard who
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uses it to describe a new mode] of reality created by the revolution in communications,
which has succeeded earlier *orders of simulacra’ employing other forms of semblance, the
Renaissance *copy” for example. (Baudrillard 1983) Baudrillard refers to kitsch as an
example of an aesthetics of simulation’. (Baudrillard 1998, 111) Sawaragi applauded
Murakami Takashi as one of the "Simulationists’ critically reflecting Japanese consumer
culture and this unconscious attraction to cute objects, in which he grouped Murakami,
Tard Chiez6 and Yanagi Yukinori as part of what he termed ‘Neo Pop’. (Sawaragi 1992b)
Sawaragi praised their method of Incorporating the ambiguous aspects of cuteness in their
works in order to expose the way in which Japanese power deploys cuteness as a weapon,
and saw it as a sign of the artists’ commitment to ‘the possibility of effecting a ‘miniscule’

vet powerful protest against homogenizing institutions.” (Matsui 1996b, 124)

The Neo Pop strategy, Sawaragi argued, resisted this invisible rule of cuteness by
deliberately adopting the semblance to cute consumer products. Its final aim was to
‘demythologize their charm through sarcastic modification.’ (Matsui 1994, 35) In
Sawaragi's article. the title ‘LolliPop’ is short for ‘Lolita Pop’, insisting on a connection
with rorikon (Lolita Complex) manga and anime, and the otaku subculture. This is
examined in chapter 4 in the context of the exhibition ‘Ero Pop’ in 1998. (Sawaragi 1992b,
86-92)

The notion of political power play being played out in cuteness can be found in McVeigh’s
essay ‘“How Hello Kitty Commodifies the Cute, Cool and Camp: “Consumutopia” versus
“Control” in Japan’, (McVeigh 2000, 225-245) which followed his earlier essay in the
Journal of Material Culture. (McVeigh 1996, 291-312) McVeigh argues that the everyday
aesthetics of cuteness that permeate all aspects of Japanese culture are a ‘complex,
paradoxical commentary on sociopolitical relations’. (McVeigh 1996, 308) The three main
normative themes underlying cuteness, according to McVeigh are hierarchy, obedience and
empathy. Cuteness, he argues, reinforces vertical power relations, and the hierarchical
nature of Japanese society in general, male/female relations particularly, but also
master/student, junior/senior, parent/child.

Cuteness communicates power relations and power play, effectively combining
weakness, submissiveness and humility with influence, domination and control. It
merges meekness, admiration and attachment with benevolence, tenderness and
sympathy. (McVeigh 1996, 291)
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McVeigh concludes that cuteness can be condensed to two key concepts: powerlessness

and power.

McVeigh also refers to the concept of amaeru, “to solicit the indulgence of another’, a

word that is usually used to refer to a child's relationship with its parents. (McVeigh 1996,
299) McVeigh refers to the psychoanalyst Doi Takeo’s Amae no k6z6 1971, and the
translated work Anatomy of Dependence 1973, and his argument that the desire to look
cute 1s a typical expression of amaeru. (McVeigh 1996, 299) Ian Buruma had also

highlighted Doi’s concepts of amaeru in his study of Japan.

Children learn that a show of passive dependence is the best way to get favors as
well as affection. There is a verb for this in Japanese: amaeru, translated in the
dictionary as “to presume upon another’s love; to play the baby’. According to the
psychiatrist Doi Takeo this is the main key to understanding the J apanese
personality. (Buruma 1984, 21)
McVeigh's arguments seem to link the quite recent trend of cuteness with much older
traditional concepts of Japanese society, and this is an aspect that Kinsella uses to critique
his conclusions. Kinsella criticizes McVeigh for ignoring the whole wave of new
mainstream scholars who have critiqued the old concepts of hierarchy, obedience and
control. McVeigh’s published response is to state that he doesn’t believe cuteness is an

essentialist element of Japanese culture, nor are ‘hierarchy’ or ‘obedience’, but merely

describes the link between them and an everyday aesthetic that has become commodified.

Kinsella's research is more focussed on the gender issue, highlighting a cuteness tied to a
female resistance. while McVeigh highlights the subjugating force of cuteness in the ‘ideal
woman’ image. Each raises important questions of the limitations of the other’s research
into cuteness. By taking into consideration parts from both analyses of cuteness, while
maintaining the possibility for both to be simultaneously in operation, it is possible to
extend and make a contribution to this field. One of the important arguments of this thesis,
is that the dissemination and proliferation of cuteness is due to it being so easily and
effectively appropriated. The simplicity of cute images allows multiple meanings to be
projected on to them.

A cute cut-out picture of Kewpee wearing a frilly blue dress, and a pink apron, which has

written on it ‘Beigun kichi iranai’ (we don’t need the US bases), is being used as a banner
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2-14. Time magazine, February 1997
Okinawa protest featuring Kewpee
Photo Hatano Masaharu
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in a demonstration against the presence of American military bases in Okinawa, and is the
subject of a photograph published in Time magazine in 1997. (111.2-14) This image of
cuteness is being used to get sympathy and support, by giving the demonstrators an air of
vulnerability and powerlessness in their confrontation with the powerful American military.
It also implicitly refers to the infamous rape of a young schoolgirl by American soldiers. In
March 1996 three U.S. servicemen were convicted in the kidnapping and rape of a twelve-
year-old Okinawa girl in 1995 and sentenced to up to seven years in a Japanese prison. The
verdict followed months of protests against the U.S. military presence in Okinawa. Even as

testimony was being heard. record numbers of Okinawans protested, demanding the

withdrawal of the 27,000 American troops on the island.

Kewpee. originally a toy in 1914, was in 1922 adopted by Q.P. Corporation, at that time a
fish cannery, as their company logo. It was also Japan Industrial Bank’s mascot, and is
now one of the oldest and most universally recognized characters in J apan, and featured in
Majima Ryoichi’s work Manma 1996, exhibited in the ‘Tokyo Pop’ exhibition. The
illustration in Time on the one hand seems to support McVeigh’s arguments regarding
amaeru, but on the other, the fact that it shows a group of quite aged women playing out an
old issue with America, also seems to position that argument with a previous generation, as

Kinsella suggests.

The exhibition ‘Ironic Fantasy - Another World by Five Contemporary Artists’ at Miyagi
Museum 1996, Sawaragi argues, is shaped by the factor of ‘generation’, and a certain
frame of time in Japan. (Sawaragi 1996, n.p.) This ‘frame of time’, Sawaragi argues, can
be said to be the period under total American influence. He also refers to the importance of
the economic environment of the 1980s in Japan as a time when a highly developed

consumption culture emerged, (Sawaragi 1996, n.p.) and this will be examined in chapter 4.

American Impact

Mpr DOB is ‘deliberately cute and silly looking in the typical big-eyed style of Japanese
cartoon characters,” and derived from Murakami’s efforts to find an image or concept that
was ‘originally Japanese’, although he later realized that this marketing technique, of using
promotional characters actually originated in America. (Cruz 1999, 16) This highlights the

influence and importance of Western culture in Japan. Jeff Fleming even goes as far to say
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that Japanese popular culture is so heavily influenced by the West that it can be called a
"merging of Western and Japanese cultural entities’. (Fleming 2001, 15) Mr DOB is a

hybrid of now typical Japanese characters, and American cartoon predecessors such as

Mickey Mouse and Mighry Mouse.

Mr DOB is not only a symbol of anime culture, but of the sensibility that is characterized
by an envy of and competitiveness towards American popular culture, Japan at once
seduced and intimidated by an Americanised vision of modernity.

The. red. 'white and blue of Mr. DOB hints at a convoluted chain of events that
begins \\:lth the American occupation of Japan after World War II, the introduction
of Amerlcan (chiefly Disney) cartoons to Japan, the Japanese assimilation of
American cartoon styles into their own distinctive cartoon culture, the continuing
westernization of Japan into the 1980s and 1990s (including a continued, some
would say ominous, presence of Disney in Japan and elsewhere), and the
reintroduction of cartoon-based imagery into art by Murakami in a manner similar
to American Pop artists of the 1960s. (Darling 2001, 66)
Early Disney animation and cartoons had an important influence on Japanese manga artists.
Mickev Mouse. and Felix the Cat became popular in the 1930s, but it was in a post-war
Japan rebuilding its demilitarized industries during the occupation period (1945-52), that
Disney’s influence was really felt. Early television in Japan showed American cartoons
such as Popeye. Mighty Mouse and Woody Woodpecker. Tezuka Osamu, Japan’s most

famous manga artist, was initially influenced by Disney, and is often referred to as the

*Walt Disney of Japan’.

The world of anime is a world of impotence, according to Murakami, ‘behind the flashy
titillation of anime lies the shadow of Japan’s trauma after the defeat of the Pacific War,’
he states, but the Japanese preference for cuteness also reflects a wish for the birth of a new
life. The notion of kawaii is extremely positive. (Murakami 2001b, 58-66)
Of course, it is also influenced by American culture imported after the War.
However, we must not forget that this desire for the birth of new characters has
grown out of this great trauma. (Murakami 2000b, 11)
A souvenir from Hiroshima, which shows the burnt-out dome of the atomic blast site

behind cute chicks hatching from ‘peace eggs’, illustrates how the use of cuteness might be

tied up with the traumatic memory of World War IL. (111.2-15) Matsui argues that
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2-15. heiwa no tamago (Peace eggs), 2003
Milk almonds souvenir from Hiroshima
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Murakami and others were confronting their historical shame and expressing themselves in
crisis, split between the West and J apan, fine art and subculture, with sarcastic humour. My

DOB *cheekily claimed Murakami’s overcoming of the Japanese animators’ inferiority

complex toward Disney.” (Matsui 1997, 110)

Murakami makes a connection between the proliferation of cuteness and the war in my
interview with him, when I questioned him about the popularity of cuteness in Japan.

I 'think the roots of where cute culture came are the atomic bomb...I think that what
is called Japanese culture is after all impotent. How should I say, we don’t believe
in building up nation to nation relations aggressively, or things like that, we really
don’t believe in the so called structure that is nation. European countries, China and
Korea all believe in the concept of nation. We fundamentally cannot believe in our
country. The reason is in the end because there were the atomic bombs, then many
things were rebuilt by America, really we were organized in a comfortable way.

(Murakami interview 2004)
This 1ssue is raised again in Murakami’s exhibition ‘Little Boy: The Arts of Japan’s
Exploding Subculture’ at the Japan Society, New York, in 2005, where ‘Little Boy’ isa
reference to the codename for the atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima in 1945, while the
catalogue contained a copy of Article 9 of the Japanese Constitution which was drafted by
America and promulgated in 1946 and outlines the renunciation of war. The issue of

Japanese cultural impotency is further examined in chapter 4.

The police’s mascot is called Pipo-kun, a cheerful mouse-like character that adorns kébans
(police boxes) throughout Japan, various police notices, street signs and public safety
campaigns. (I11.2-16) The numbers shown in the sign below Pipo-kun in this illustration
refer to the number of deaths and casualties from traffic accidents in the vicinity. Life size
Pipo-kuns have been seen handing out leaflets warning passengers about molesters on
trains. (McVeigh 1996, 310) ‘Pipo pipo’ is the sound of a police siren in Japanese, as it
would be written in manga. In my interview with Aida, when I questioned him about Pipo-
kun and the proliferation of cuteness in Japan, he also referred to the effects of defeat in

World War II.

Basically, it has been continuing since losing the Pacific War. A fathér’s so called
dignity has run out in Japan, don’t you think? The police’s Pipo-kun is surely very
unusual within a global context. But it is also an embarrassing side of Japan.
However, there is also a sense that it seems unnatural for a father to h.ave.a macho
dignity, I sense that the dignity of the army or the police has been maintained only
because they are straining to keep up the dignity. (Aida interview 2004)
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2-16. Omotesando Koban (Police box), 1999
Sign featuring Pipo-kun
Photo the author
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This represents a new interpretation of the role cuteness plays in Japanese popular culture

uncovered by Japanese artists.

Aida’s argument, that since Japan lost the war they have been forced to show a side of
themselves that they hadn’t wanted to show, without the macho fagade that America and

Europe still have. provides a key insight.

With regard to having lost the war, in one way, more than countries that won, [
think we became normal. We returned to our true selves, that we hadn’t wanted to
show anyone. (Aida interview 2004)
Aida implies that it is a good thing to reveal this truer side, and that macho pretence
doesn’t really sit well with present cultural trends, while also alluding to an Oedipal
relation, the *fatherly power’ of America, which will be examined in more detail in chapter
6. In Aida’s series of paintings entitled Sensdga Returns (War Picture Returns) 1995-6, for

example, where Aida reflects on not the past that was the War, but the present age in which

we live.

Questioning Mori Mariko about the influence of the World War II in my interview with
her. I put to her Murakami’s idea that World War II was behind the cuteness so popular in
Japan today. Initially Mori concedes to Murakami’s view.

Of course there’s some influence. There is a darkness in 70s comics, in 60s comics,
post-war comics. That I can see. It is probably post-war syndrome, but the cute
characters which you’re talking about, I don’t feel any darkness.
(Mori interview 2004)

Mori then, offers an alternative reading of the situation, but which again suggests that

cuteness is used as a form of cover up or escapism.

For my childhood, maybe around the 70s to early 80s, there was some kind of post-
war movement, but those characters like Hello Kitty and other characters, maybe
it’s to hide the darkness, or maybe the absence of darkness. That’s what people
wanted at that time, maybe they were sick of darkness.

(Mori interview 2004)

In this way cuteness might be compared to other kinds of what Murakami terms ‘mind

escape.” (Murakami interview 2004)

While Murakami highlights the importance of Japan’s relationship with America, he also

compares cuteness with Western drug culture.
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[W]e also want to get excited, there is that spirit. Sex and drugs, for example, raves
for example, various cultures came out, didn’t they. I think that there is a reason
why those things appeared. In the same way cuteness came out in Japan, and people
can get excited by that. Because people are excited by it, it created a boom, and it
begame more and more popular. I think there will be many people who think that
going to a club and saying 'ah’ is a different feeling from saying ‘kawaii’, but I
think that these two are the same. Something like the pleasant feeling when
endorphins are released (pshew) in the brain, that sort of pleasant feeling ‘ah’.

(Murakami interview 2004)
Murakami's comparison of cuteness to a drug effect resonates with ‘intensities of highs

and lows." referred to by Jameson. (Jameson quoted in Stephanson 1986/87, 69)

Jameson refers to the “euphoria’ that accompanies late capitalism. (Jameson 1991, 276)

The world thereby momentarily loses its depth and threatens to become a glossy
skin. a stereoscopic illusion, a rush of filmic images without density. But is this
now a terrifying or an exhilarating experience? (Jameson 1991, 34)
Jameson links this experience to the ‘addiction’ of consumers’ appetite, and to the key
notion of schizophrenic or ‘drug language.” (Jameson quoted in Stephanson 1986/87, 69)
The concept of schizophrenia, with regard to Murakami’s work and notions of the

postmodern, will be examined in chapter 5.

‘Hiropon’, referred to in Hiropon Factory, the original name for Murakami’s studio, and
his figure work Hiropon 1997, was a legal drug, actually the amphetamine Benzedrine,
which was popular in Japan in the post-war period.

If you’re exhausted, pop a pill and you fly around, you become like Miss Hiropon.
Japanese anime culture can be compared to a kind of drug culture.
(Murakami 1996, 36)

This use of the word Hiropon echoes Jameson’s arguments surrounding the addictive

potential of consumerism, but also the subculture of otaku, which will be examined in

chapter 4.

Mori Mariko suggests there is a fundamental difference between Disney characters and

Hello Kitty.

I think when you look at Disney and Hello Kitty, there’s deﬁnitely a diffeltencfe. ..
Disney is like adult created for children, Hello Kitty is more childish, a.ch11dhke
mind created it for children. Another one is an adult businessman creating for a
child. A childlike person creating for a child is totally different. It’s more honest,
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more vulnerable. And that is what attracted adults in the end. Because it’s the

innocence, and that’s something you lost. (Mori interview 2004)
Saitd Tamaki also argues that there is a basic difference between Japanese characters and
Disney characters, and that Japanese character culture is different to that of the West.
(Saitd 2000, 18-22) Where Disney’s characters are function metaphorically, as fictional
equivalents to human beings, Japanese characters such as Hello Kitty in contrast, appeal
metonymically. Essentially, Japanese characters operate in a less complex way, as a kind
of code. Cute characters such as Hello Kitty work by direct association, they are symbols
of cuteness. Whereas Disney characters can communicate with us through shared
svmpathy with humans, Sanrio characters fail to communicate with us on this level.
According to Saitd, this explains why Disney characters can function in narratives without
humans, while Japanese characters such as Pikachu and Doraemon serve humans in their
narratives, or why. like Hello Kitty, they exist outside of narrative. (Iwabuchi Koichi in
Tobin 2004. 71) This is connected to the lack of depth of these character-icons discussed
earlier in this section with relation to Baudrillard’s noition of the simulacrum. Morikawa
Kaichird also alludes to a difference with Japanese characters, pointing out that there are
no Disney otaku. (Morikawa 2003, 100) It is necessary to look at how cuteness developed

through shdjo culture in order to trace this divergence with Disney.
Shojo Cuteness

Shéjo manga played an important role in the rise of the popularity of cuteness in the post-
war period, transforming cuteness into a visual and conceptual icon. Anne Allison also
argues that cuteness, a powerful theme in contemporary Japanese character merchandising,
developed out of the shdjo culture of the 1970s. Eager to acknowledge and celebrate
Japan’s newfound prosperity after the hardships of the war and occupation eras, Japanese
society in the 1970s embraced the tastes of adolescent girls for ‘fancy’ goods and a
carefree lifestyle that seemed to ‘value cuteness above all other virtues’. (Allison 2004, 40)
‘Fancy goods’ consisted of stationery, accessories, clothes etc. decorated with cute
characters and designs, by the famous shdjo illustrator Makoto for example. (I11.2-17) This

kind of merchandising perhaps marks an important point in the creation of cute character

goods.
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2-17. Makoto, 1970s
Various ‘fancy goods’
From Macoto 1999, 43
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Shdjo manga are quite distinguished from shénen manga (youth comics). In shéjo manga
the characters’ inner worlds were important themes, with the use of the background,
particularly blooming flowers, to express the heroine’s feelings, and to emphasise emotion,
for example. One of the first magazines especially for shdjo was Shéjo kai in 1902, while
the early beginnings of shojo manga can be traced back to the 1920s and popular authors
like Yoshiya Nobuko, who created saccharine-sweet romantic tales, such as Hana
Monogatari (Flower tales) 1916-1924. Hana Monogatari was republished in 1939 with
illustrations by Nakahara Junichi, who in the 1930s illustrated serialized novelettes such as

Hana Nikki (Flower Diary) by Kawabata Yasunari, and incorporated art trends emanating

from Europe and drew demure young Japanese girls with large, dreamy eyes.

Big eves with stars were used to show inner feeling, and a character’s status in the
narrative, and became a key feature of shdjo manga. One early example is the manga Gin
no hanabira (silver petals) 1958 by Mizuno Hideko. (111.2-18) They also permit the
creative expression of the manga artist, acting like a signature. Philip Brophy’s study of
cartoon eyes traces this way of drawing eyes to an American version of a European style.
American artists in Europe were influenced by post-war kitsch and painted the wide-eyed
refugee waifs they saw in France and Italy. ‘This “look” connotes a certain sadness typical
of much post-war kitsch.” (Brophy 1997, 29) Brophy refers to artists such as Margaret and
Walter Keane, who were very popular in America right up until the 1960s. In Japan they
embraced ‘this particular Americanized therapeutically-designed version of Euro cute.’

(Brophy 1997, 30)

Nara’s works also include similar images of young girls or shdjo. (I11.2-19) (Treat 1993,
353-387) Neither child nor yet fully adult, shdjo first appeared from the late 19th century,
slightly removed from the rest of society, free from obligations, until they take on the role
of mother or more recently, the role of career women. In the Taisho period rising affluence
also permitted upper class families to send their daughters to girls’ schools, creating a
youthful and all-female subculture. In magazines, on television, Treat states,

the barely (and thus ambiguously) pubescent woman is there both to promote
products and purchase them, to excite the consumer and herself be thrilled by the
flurry of goods and services that circulate like toys around her. (Treat 1993, 361)

John Whittier Treat’s key study traces the modern concept of the shdjo back to the Meiji

period, when rapid economic change produced a social utility for ‘adolescence,’ a period
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2-18. Mizuno Hideko, 1958
Gin no hanabira
Manga page featuring Mami

2-19. Nara Yoshitomo, 1999
[lustration for December 25
From Nara 2001, n.p.
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between childhood and adulthood during which labour is trained for its role in industrial
culture. Nara indeed states that his works are set just as we approach adulthood.
(Murakami and Nara 2001) Matsui links Nara’s images of shdjo to Julia Kristeva’s notion
ot the adolescent, a mental state that can be defined by the mode of radical imagination

that crosses the differences of sex or identity, reality or fantasy, and threatens to disrupt

logical orders. (Matsui 1999, 8-13)

Catherine Driscoll in her study of girl culture refers to the formation of girlhood in the late
modern Japanese period. which she argues covers the same terrain as feminine adolescence
in the West. (Driscoll 2002. 290) Driscoll relates this to Gilles Deleuze’s concept of ‘the
little girl.” Becoming-woman draws on Deleuze’s prior conception of ‘the little girl’ in The
Logic of Sense. where he appropriates Alice as the nonlinear series of the girl and
becoming-woman. As Grosz points out, Deleuze utilizes ‘the girl as the site of a culture’s

most intensified disinvestments and re-castings of the body.” (Driscoll 2002, 195)

Susan Napier highlights aspects of shdjo culture that have taken on a new importance in
contemporary Japanese popular culture.

[T]he term shdjo has become a shorthand for a certain kind of liminal identity
between adult and child, characterized by a supposedly innocent eroticism based on
sexual immaturity, a consumer culture of buying ‘cute’ (kawaii) material goods,

and a wistful privileging of a recent past or free floating form of nostalgia. (Napier
2000. 118)

While the importance of nostalgia will be discussed further in chapter 6, the notion of an

innocent sexuality is one that is also alluded to in the works of Mori Mariko.

Mori Mariko’s images of shdjo, in Birth of a Star, (111.2-20) and other works such as Love
Hotel for example, evoke a sexual desirability. As Norman Bryson states, Mori

locates a potential for disharmony in the Western opposition between the
supposedly pre-sexual category of childhood, and the category of adolescence or
adulthood where sexuality stands for whatever in the subject remains mutinous or
wild. Mori’s imagery undoes that opposition: on the one hand it sexualises the child,
while on the other it infantilizes the adult. Mori’s avatars of feminine sexuality
insist on a nursery world of pastel colors and round, huggable shapes. (Bryson 1998,

80)

In these computer-manipulated photographs Mori’s feminine sexuality insists on ‘a
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sexuality that constantly moves toward the infantile — where the infantile is also the cute.’
(Bryson 1998, 80)

Mori as a cyber pop star in The Birth of Star 1995 seems a perfect product and
embodiment of contemporary popular culture. Mori made a limited edition doll for Parkett
in 1998. (I11.2-21) It points to the commodification of pop music, and as a produced,
commodity stvle work, also the merchandising that goes with being a celebrity. In an
interview with Mori by Fujimori Manami in Bijutsu Techd, referring to her costume pieces,
Mori argues that since Warhol movie stars and pop stars have become icons, but icons that

are largely media manufactured. Image processing, media manipulation, the work of

producers. are important considerations in these works. (Fujimori 1995, 50-55)

The Kase Taishu Project 1994 marked Murakami’s intervention into the pop music
business. In a famous dispute between the singer Kase Taishu and his manager, the
manager felt he had the rights to the name and hired a ‘New Kase Taishu’ when they split
up. Murakami announced the existence of four other Taishus, and received considerable

media attention.

In Japan, nothing is real. A good example of this is the Japanese idol-making
machine. which, unlike the system that operates in the U.S., is continuous. It has an
incredible stranglehold on the production and consumption of culture. Here,
everything is fake. Everything is managed and controlled.
(Murakami quoted in Pagel 2001, n.p.)

Murakami states that one of the aims of the Hiropon Factory was to produce artists, and

explore the process of producing pop stars.

Cute fashion in Japan was more than merely cuddling cute things; it was all about
‘becoming’ the cute object itself by acting infantile and being surrounded with cuteness.

Being cute meant behaving childlike — which involved an act of self-mutilation,
posing with pigeon toes, pulling wide-eyed innocent expressions, dieting, acting
stupid, and essentially denying the existence of the wealth of insights, feelings, and
humour that maturity brings with it. In cute culture, young people became popular
according to their apparent weakness, dependence and inability, rather than because
of their strengths and capabilities. (Kinsella 1995, 237)

An early instance of the trend of teen pop idols acting childish is the television programme
Sunset Kittens, which started in the late 1970s, and was hosted entirely by schoolgirls. It

consisted of games, songs, sketches ridiculing adults and an ongoing competition amongst
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2-20. Mori Mariko, 1995

Birth of a Star

Duratrans print, acrylic, light box, audio CD
183 x 122 cm

Museum of Contemporary Art, Chicago

2-21. Mori Mariko, 1998

Birth of a Star
Doll for Parkett no.54 1998/99, p204

Height 26 cm
Limited edition of 99
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schoolgirls who wanted to join the team of amateur hosts, otherwise known as the
Onvanko Club (Kitten Club). Seird fuku o nugasanaide (Don’t take off my sailor uniform)

was one of the hit songs of the Kitten Club. Pop idols used to dress in doll costumes, and

act cute. (Stanlaw 2000. 75-100)

Cuteness, however, can be overdone, Young women who carry the cute style too far are
known as burikko, a mildly derogatory term that was first used to describe Matsuda Seiko,
the ultimate idol singer who reached her peak of popularity in the 1980s with twenty-four
straight number ones, and television commercial tie-ins with Shiseido. In 1997 Hello Kitty
experienced another boom in popularity due to another female pop star Kahara Tomomi,

who “blurted out that she loved Kitty’ on the well-known television show Utaban. (Belson
and Bremner 2004. 8)

Cuteness is something Japanese girls and young mothers want both to have and to be.
“There seems to be a metonymic logic at work: if you like cute things, you must be cute
vourself.” (Tobin 2004, 284) The relationship between the cute and the consumer becomes
more complicated, because not only does the consumer want to mother the cute, the
observer wants to become the cute, simultaneously wanting to care for it, own it, and
become it. “Appreciating cuteness expresses the double logic of identification, its

fundamental inseparability from desire.” (Merish 1996, 186)

Hiromix's early photographs from her book Girls Blue 1996, are snapshots of her everyday
world, pictures of her and her friends consuming, a documentary of sadjo culture, taken
with a Konica Big Mini pocket camera. (I11.2-22) This illustration of her photo of a girl
imitating the character on her T-shirt captures the concept of cute character imitation that
Azuma Hiroki refers to as characteristic of the postmodern. (Azuma 2000b, 2-8) Girls Blue
is based on her earlier Seventeen Girl Days, a 36-page photo book made of color copies of
regular prints which won the ‘Shashin shin-seiki’ (New Century photography) photo
contest in March 1995. Hiromix’s photos belong to the tradition of the photo diary, a girl’s
everyday life made up of pets, records, posters, flowers, friends, and self-portraits, and
defined the ‘onnanoko no shashinka’ (girl photographer) boom of the early 1990s, which

was characterized by disposable cameras and snapshots documenting the everyday lives of
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2-22. Hiromix, 1996
Untitled photo from Girls Blue 1996, n.p.
Tokyo: Rockin’ on
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teenaged girls. She is *a superstar photographer who has mutated out of Japan’s super flat
society.” (Murakami 2000. 117)

Sharon Kinsella also refers to the idea that modern consumers might not be able to meet
and develop relationships with people, but the implication of cute goods design meant that
they could develop these relations through cute objects. (Kinsella 1995) Sait6 Tamaki
questions whether it is not a pathological escape, and considers the question of ‘character’
as firmly rooted in psychopathology (post traumatic stress disorder, and multiple
personality disorder like schizophrenia). (Saitd 2000) Loving a character, Azuma argues,

and feeling like being a character; these are not just hobbies but ways of living in the age

of postmodern. (Azuma 2000b, 8)

Azuma argues humans in Japan are becoming like characters. (Azuma 200b, 2-8) He sites
for example, dealing with the sales assistant in a convenience store, which, he argues, is
less real human interaction and more like the interaction with the computer graphic
characters which often appear on the screens of ATM machines found in Japan. Characters,
Azuma argues. can be regarded as an interface for personal relations. He also refers to an
expression “character change’ in Japan, used, for example, when a young girl studies hard,
but changes into a prostitute after school. (Azuma 2000b, 8) Kosupure, the practice of
wearing costumes and dressing up as manga characters, and imekura hostess clubs where

the girls also wear costumes, provide other examples.

Girl Power

At first glance, Sanrio’s now more then thirty-year-old mascot appears to play to old-
fashioned notions of femininity in Hello Kitty products ranging from plush dolls to
pocketbooks to pet carriers which are usually a soft, pastel pink. She’s generally perceived
as quiet, demure and endearingly sweet. That she isn’t drawn with a mouth is symbolic of

the voicelessness of Hello Kitty.

The process of conveying cuteness to the viewer disempowers its objects, forcing
them into ridiculous situations and making them appear more ignorant and
vulnerable than they really are. (Harris 2000, 6)

Women wearing animal costumes, particularly cats and rabbits, can often be seen in manga,
in various street fashions of wearing ears or tails, and in sex clubs, playing on an
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animal cuteness associated with needing affection. An image of Kiko Wu, a twenty-three
vear-old former New York stripper originally from Guangdong, posing with Hello Kitty on
her website, highlights a displacement of cuteness into the realm of the erotic, and is an

issue that will be examined in more detail in chapter 4. (111.2-23)

One of McVeigh's key points is that cuteness is used to manipulate women and to keep
them subservient. (McVeigh 1996, 291-3 12) McVeigh argues cuteness communicates
messages about being the ‘ideal’ woman and sends messages of how women should
behave. especially with men. Independence, he argues, is traditionally considered
threatening. especially in women. By curbing these threats in the somewhat palatable
camouflage of cuteness, at least in the fantasy world of manga, the concept of the ideal
woman is redefined and. in turn, influences younger generations of girls. Kinsella is
particularly critical of McVeigh’s comments on how cuteness is used to communicate
messages about the “ideal’ woman, and questions McVeigh’s methodology, which was
largely based on interviews with university students in J apan, arguing that it is based on
anecdotal evidence. (Kinsella 1997, 383-385) The complexities of this debate are shown up
by the complaints in 1994 of JAL female flight attendants after they had been asked to
wear Mickey Mouse ears as part of a Disney promotion, which included the outside of the
plane being covered in Disney Characters (ANA had had a similar successful Pokemon

promotion on their flights). (Yamaguchi 1994, 3)

Cuteness becomes the expected feminine virtue, and Shiokawa argues that in this value
system the notion of cuteness generates and maintains gender stereotypes, even though
they have gone through a great contextual and formal evolution in the past several decades.

‘Cute’ means imperfection, as it is conversely exemplified by the ‘b'eauFiful’
nemeses at the apex of ‘non-available for everyone, especially considering that
there is no absolute set of qualifications associated with this concept. In othe-:r
words, even a ‘beautiful’ woman can become ‘cute’ if she develops fuzzy, likeable
poses to the general public. (Shiokawa 1999, 120)
Catherine Driscoll refers to discourses around the girl market that often describe a
demographic ‘wrapped up in negotiating their own power and powerlessness through
consumption,’ and that analyses of how girls consume tend to focus on assessing the
conformity or nonconformity of girls as consumers or girls as products, but ‘any marketing

strategy works by trying to manipulate conformity, including conformity to the image of

nonconformity.” (Driscoll 2002, 269)
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Wh§n feminist analysis of girl culture recognizes that girls are not merely dupes of
patriarchal capitalist systems, it often focuses on nonconformist consumption
among rebellious (understood as subcultural) girl groups or redefines consumption

as itself resistant at the expense of ignoring what conformity might entail or
produce. (Driscoll 2002, 278)

Where the heroine was often cute, the nemesis was usually by contrast utsukushii
(beautiful), and more voluptuous. Young Marie Antoinette and Madame Du Barry in
Berusaiyu no bara (The Rose of Versailles) in 1972, in Lupin III the beautiful crook Mine
Fujiko is played against a cute heroine, and the princess in Cariostro no shiro (The Castle
of Cagliostro) 1979 directed by Miyazaki Hayao are examples.

b

This particular formula implicitly leaves a message that being ‘cute’ is a virtue and
in an oddly paradoxical way, strength. However, cuteness in this instance is not in
direct opposition to ugliness or neatness. It is clear by the characteristics of the
heroine’s nemesis, that cuteness in the girls’ comics convention battles against
“beauty,’ that is. perfection and maturity. (Shiokawa 1999, 107)

Whereas beauty is an unequal condition, achieved by only a few, cute could be achieved

by anyone.

Shiokawa Kanako also points to an apparent ambiguity in cuteness, surrounding cuteness
and its importance in gender roles.

On the one hand, the Japanese vision of the ‘cute’ female provides a strategic
guideline for a girl child to benefit in a grossly imperfect world dominated by
grown-up boys, but it also deludes her into believing the relative importance of
being ‘cute’. (Shiokawa 1999, 121)
The manga Bishéjo Senshi Seird Miin (Beautiful Young Girl Warrior Sailor Moon) by
Takeuchi Naoko is the story of a 14 year old, who with 4 other girls, transforms into the
superhero Sailor scouts who fight the evil Negaverse to save the world. She is cute and

strong, a warrior, and a new kind of hero for a new 1990s Japanese girl. Sailor Moon is

powerful at the same time being cute raises a key question regarding cuteness and shdjo.

The story of Sailor Moon takes place in Azabu Jiban, Tokyo, home to the Tsukino family,
and their teenage daughter Usagi. ‘ Tsukino usagi’ literally means ‘the moon’s rabbit’ and
refers to the rabbit visible on the moon according to Japanese folklore, and which holds a
vial of the elixir of immortality long sought after by Chinese Taoists. ‘Usagi-chan’ also
means ‘bunny’. Usagi turns out to be the reincarnation of the Moon Princess Serenity. She

is always late to school, too lazy to study and often in trouble for bad grades. One day she
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2-24. Tar6 Chiezo, 1994

Powerful Girl 11

Acrylic, lace, cloth, paper

110x 91 cm

From Hiratsuka Museum of Art 1996, p48




encounters a black cat with a crescent shaped mark on its forehead, which gives her a spell

that transtorms her into a super heroine.

Bgt through all of this everyday girliness, violence is not only part of Sailor moon’s
lite but defines her. She attacks not only in self-defence but when she judges her
cult}lre or Vyorld to be threatened; or even to improve it. This violence is bizarrely
by femininity apd markers of girlhood — her weapons include a range of moon rods
to engulf enemies in ribbons and hearts. and her tiara can be used a discus to stun or
even kill. (Driscoll 2002, 295)
Sailor Moon was serialized in the girls’ magazine Nakayoshi in 1991, with a circulation of
2 million. An animated version appeared on TV Asahi in 1992 on Saturday nights at 7.00
pm. and continued to run for 5 years. A mass of merchandising, and commodity goods
followed. Bandai. the Japanese toy maker, achieved massive sales of Sailor Moon
merchandise. A more powerful than ever female lead role, replacing the usual sidekick role,

and becoming extremely popular, this was a positive step for female gender representation,

but one perhaps driven by wanting to include girls in the warrior goods market.

Tard Chiezd’s work Powerful Girl 11 1994, shown in the ‘Tokyo Pop’ exhibition, features
the powerful super heroine Sailor Moon. (111.2-24) This work, as Matsui Midori states,

satirizes the reification of the fantasy image of a young girl’s body by the Japanese
popular media. At the same time, its evocation of the living-room décor of an
average Japanese household indicates that the media fetishism for little girls merely
reflects an aspect of the Japanese patriarchy, which is heavily dependent on the
practical and symbolic functions of Wife as Mother-Child in the household.
(Matsui 1996b, 124)
When she transforms into Sailor Moon, her nails turn red, eyelashes grow longer, jewelry
appears, her uniform is stripped off, and she reappears in a mini-skirted, sexier version that
shows off her newly enlarged breasts. Sailor Moon is also a sex icon. As sexy cute women
in revealing costumes became more visible in popular manga, Shiokawa Kanako argues
that this trend of very skimpy outfits might have been a trade off with the cute girls’
increased power with male readers’ voyeurism. Nagai G0’s earlier manga Cutey Honey

1973 had also starred a heroine who gets completely naked to transform into her super hero

version.

The apparent contrast between the cuteness and the power of action heroines such as Cutey

Honey is an issue which I put to Mori Mariko in my interview with her. For Mori manga
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2-25. Bome, 1994
Sailor Moon
1/4 scale figure

2-26. Blackdog, 2000
Sailor Moon
Manga back cover
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and anime “are a portrait of people’s dreams, their fantasies,” and even while she suggests
there might be an element of feminist expression, the powerful women, are the projection

of a dream of contemporary society. (Mori interview 2004)

Figurine maker Bome's model Sailor Moon figure highlights the popularity of this
character within the otaku subculture. (I11.2-25) Numerous underground adult parody
versions also appeared from within the dojinshi (amateur manga) scene. (111.2-26)

With her leggy slender body, long flowing blonde hair, and the mini-skirted version
of her outfit she acquires after morphing, Seird Min is also read as a sex-icon — one
that feeds and is fed by a general trend in J apan towards the infantilization of
female sex objects. (Allison 2000, 138)
Sailor Moon not only wears a sailor outfit, but is named for it. This is the uniform worn by
many girls in junior and senior high school in Japan. The uniformed schoolgirl is also a
dominant trope in pornography, manga and sex culture in general in Japan, and Sailor
Afoon while aimed at young children, also has an adult male following amongst ofaku. In
Sharon Kinsella's essay ‘What’s Behind the Fetishism of Japanese School Uniforms?’ she
examines the presence within post-war pornography of ‘wholesome and innocent
schoolgirls in sailor suits’ which is ‘almost certainly related to their officially chaste

character.” (Kinsella 2002, 219)

In McVeigh’s study of uniforms in Japan and the role of the state in people wearing
uniforms, he argues cute conduct reinforces patriarchal corporate culture. However he also
links uniforms to subversion, and the practice of customizing uniforms, for example with
rizusokkusu (loose socks), shortened skirts, cute accessories. (McVeigh 2000b) This is
often done immediately after school has finished in what represents a real life
transformation, as skirt hems raise, socks become loose and heavy make-up appears, and is
often accompanied by an abandonment of feminine speech in favour of blunt ‘obdurate’
language, a ‘rejection of any likelihood of them being sanctioned by the existing civil
society.” (Treat 1993, 361) This quick change of character can be linked to Azuma’s

writing on character change discussed earlier in this chapter.
Between 1995 and 1998 a new style emerged in Tokyo which appeared to be ‘a series of

self-conscious responses to media images and debate about high-school girls.” (Kinsella

2002, 229) These girls became known as kogyaru, and were stereotyped with a burusera
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(the selling of school knickers), and enjo késai (compensated dating), and created a moral
panic at the end of the 1990s. (Narumi 2004, 47-55) ‘Ko’ means either small or child, and
"gvaru’ means girl. ‘Loose socks’ had first appeared in Azuma Hideo’s Lolita Complex
manga Scrap Gakuen 1986. (Kinsella 2002, 237) Teen fashion magazines such as pop teen,
kawaii! and cgg, which was launched in 1996, were part of the kogyaru scene and lead to
the later trend of Ganguro, an exaggeration of kogyaru, and famous for their very dark

make-up. white lipstick and eye shadow, and platform boots.

Kinsella focuses on how cuteness has been associated with gender rebellion, arguing the
word “kawaii’ first really started being used in the 1970s as an in-group slang word by
certain schoolgirl cliques. (Kinsella 1995) Their use of cute infantile slang was also used
for more adult themes. Sex for example, became popularly referred to as nyan nyan suru
(to meow meow). The popularity of the word ‘kawaii’ in the early 1970s began with a cute
handwriting craze, when in 1974 large numbers of teenagers, especially girls, began to
write using a new style of childish characters. Schoolgirls used extremely stylized, rounded
characters and little cartoon pictures such as hearts, stars and faces inserted randomly into
the text. The writing was written horizontally rather than vertically, and contained many
words written in English. By 1978 the phenomenon had become nation-wide. In middle
and high schools the new style caused discipline problems, and in some schools the writing
was banned entirely, or tests which were completed in the new cute style would not be
marked. The new style of handwriting was described by a variety of names such as marui
Jji (round writing), koneko ji (kitten writing), manga ji (comics writing) and burikko ji
(fake-child writing).

These young people were rebelling against traditional Japanese culture and
identifying with European culture, which they obviously imagined to be more fun.
By writing in the new cute style, it was almost as if young people had invented a
new language in which they were suddenly able to speak freely on their own terms
for the first time. (Kinsella 1995, 224)
What began as an underground trend amongst young people was adopted by magazines,
advertising, packaging and word processor software design. Treat also refers to this ‘child-
like script’ commonly seen in shdjo manga, and Yamane Kazuma’s study which refers to it

as ‘deviant shdjo orthography’, and speculates that it became popular ‘because it marks

graphically the private discourses of adolescent female culture.” (Treat 1993, 381)
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2-27. Tezuka Osamu, 1953
Ribon no kishi (Princess Knight)
Manga page
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2.28. Takahashi Rumiko, 1987

Ranma 1/2

Manga page ‘Neko ken panikku’ (Cat fist Panic)
Shonen Sunday Comics

Tokyo: Shogakukan
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As the shdjo manga genre expanded in the 1960s and more women drew manga, and more
editors were women, traditional gender boundaries began to blur. Mochizuki Akira and
Jinbd Shird’s Sain wa 1" (the sign is V), a manga based on the 1964 Japanese Olympic
volleyball team which won the gold medal, for example. In 1969 Mizuno Hideko began

Fire!, along saga of a rock and roll singer in the American counter-culture which included

seX. drugs, death. and disillusionment.

Cuteness and gender representations in shdjo manga, rather than preserve the gender status
quo. often seem to question the pre-existing boundaries. Ikeda Riyoko one of the Hana no
24 nengumi (24 vear group). a group of female manga artists all born in the same year,
wrote Berusaiyu no bara (The Rose of Versailles), published in Shiikan Magaretto from
1972. It was the story of a woman guard named Oscar Francois de J arjeyes set in the
French Court during the Revolution. Oscar was a woman whose father had raised her as
the son he had really wanted. The story gradually shifts from presenting a woman’s life to
depicting a person free from fixed gender ideology. At first Oscar seems to reinscribe the
feminine. longing to be a woman in spite of wearing male clothes. However, by wearing
male clothes Oscar gradually reveals what ‘she’ cannot do, in other words, the text unveils

the ideological construction of femininity through her cross-dressing.

Tezuka's manga Ribon no kishi (A Knight in Ribbons or Princess Knight) 1954, first
published in the girls’ magazine Shdjo Club, strikes a balance between romance and action,
often relying on humour to hold the two together. (I11.2-27) Ribon no kishi was a sensation
among girls in Japan, and had many of the ingredients of today’s successful shdjo manga.
The story featured a princess, Sapphire, who mistakenly receives both a boy’s and a girl’s
soul before her birth. As the only offspring of the royal family she is raised as a boy.

Playing two gender roles simultaneously, gender identity was a concern from the outset.

Tsurumi Maia’s study of gender roles in shdjo manga highlights Yitkan Club by female
manga artist Ichijo Yukari as another example in which gender roles are blurred, the
traditional distinct dichotomy between men and women is broken down, and the characters
are not limited by traditional models of masculinity and femininity. (Tsurumi 2000)

Primarily for high school girls, it appeared in Ribbon Original from 1982-1992.
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In the 1980s female roles also changed in shénen manga where cute girls began to take

many of the lead roles. The readers of gender specific manga also began to blur. The terms

shonen and shéjo manga became categories for specific stylistic and thematic features, but
did not entirely reflect their actual readership. Takahashi Rumiko was one of the few
women drawing comics for boys and young men. An illustration from Ranma 1/2 1987
highlights how she often emphasizes the sex appeal of her female characters, while also
portraying powerful characters. (I11.2-28) Takahashi is not feminist but rather offers a view
of the female perspective. Takahashi enrolled in Koike Kazuo’s famous training ground for
manga artists, Gekiga Sonjuku. Koike is best known as the author of Kozure 6kami (Lone
Wolf and Cub), which was published weekly from 1970-76. Ranma 1/2 began in 1987 and
continued her romantic comedy formula. In it Saotome Ranma, a young martial artist
(originally a boy) accidentally fell into a magic hot spring in China, and now switches from
male to female depending on whether he/she gets wet with hot or cold water. When
released in October 1988, Volume 5 of the series sold over a million copies in less than a
month. Ranma 1/2 is much more action-oriented than Takahashi's previous works
following the trend of Toriyama Akira’s Dragon ball, the favorite manga series for young

boys at that time.

The argument that positions simultaneous dual sex roles as a symbol of shdjo culture,
where shdjo culture is a venue of escapism from the pressure of social expectations and
regulations, can be traced back to the influential Takarazuka Revue Company, an all
female theater group that was established in 1914 by Kobayashi Ichiz6. Catherine Driscoll,
referring to Jennifer Robertson’s study Takarazuka: Sexual Politics and Popular Culture
in Japan 1998, links Sailor Moon to Takarazuka.

Sex is explicitly raised by Sailor Moon’s passion for Tuxedo Mask, and Takeuchi
has stressed that two of the Sailors, Uranus and Neptune, are intended to be lovers.
They are thus not only sexually inflected schoolgirls but also suggest that
Robertson’s analysis of gender diversity in the Takarazuka can be extended more
widely to Japanese girl culture. (Driscoll 2002, 295)
Advertised as entertainment for girls, by girls, and about girls, it offered a chance to escape
into a glitzy, glamorous world where love conquers all. Otokoyaku were the women actors
who played the men, and were the stars the fans loved the most. In 1980 Takarazuka

performed a musical version of Berusaiyu no bara. Significantly Tezuka Osamu was raised

in Takarazuka, Hyogo prefecture, the birthplace of the theatre company.
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Shéjo manga often included themes of rebellion and issues of gender roles. According to
Ninsella there was *a new kind of petulant refusal to be subservient females which can be
observed in modern young women following cute fashion.” (Kinsella 1995, 249)

[T]he depiction of the female gender in mainstream J apanese comics went through
a change in the eighties, from mere accessories of boy heroes to more aggressive
and self-sufficient co-workers (or even commanders). This change, combined with
other factors that catered to the treatment of sexuality, was the main factor for the
explosion of “cute’ action heroines in the later half of the 1980s in Japan.

(Shiokawa 1999, 113)
Kadokawa Haruki's film Seirdfuku to Kikanji (Sailor suit and Machinegun) 1981 starring

Yakushimaru Hiroko was the story of a high school girl who becomes the boss of a yakuza

(Japanese mafia) gang.

With video in the 1980s came an anime boom, but with the expenses of production anime
needed to attract a wider audience base than manga, and a result of this was that anime
took aspects from both shonen and shdjo manga in order to appeal to both audiences.
Miyazaki Hayao. one of Japan’s most famous animated film directors, began his career at
Tezuka’'s Mushi Studio. Miyazaki’s shdjo are less dreamy and ultra feminine than earlier
depictions of shdjo, and more brave, inquisitive, and risk-taking. By highlighting his
female characters and making them assertive, empowered, and independent, Miyazaki
emphasizes these attributes, forcing the viewer to be aware at a level that a more
conventional male protagonist would be unlikely to stimulate. (Napier 2000) A young
girl’s fresh and clear-eyed perception of the world is the key to Tonari no fotoro (my
neighbour Totoro) the biggest domestic box office hit of 1989 in Japan. (Drazen 2003) In
Mononoke Hime (Princess Mononoke) 1999, the film’s two central characters subvert the
myth of Japanese women as supportive, nurturing and dependent on men. (Napier 2000,

33)

In the 1980s the increasing economic power of young women affected Japanese popular
culture, and the proliferation of cuteness has been linked to the rise of the female consumer.
The cute style, which dominated Japanese popular culture in the 1980s, coincided with the
formative years of Tokyo Disney Land’s success. (Raz 1999) In America the major
customers are married couple over twenty-five with children. Sanrio’s own research, also
found in a market survey that ‘items sold to Japanese girls between the age of five and the

time of marriage would be bought in America only by girls from four to seven years old.’
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(Raz 1999, 172) Similarly, the wider age range is evident in that many love hotels feature

themed *Disney rooms. (Raz 1999, 173)

Kinsella argues that it was particularly the first half of the 1980s that cuteness was an
overwhelming influence on Japanese culture, and that this boom in cuteness at this specific
point in history is linked to the increasing assertiveness of young women and their stronger
influence on contemporary culture, the entry of young single women into consumer culture,
and the rise of feminism. (Kinsella 1997) Culture was feminized, and women became the
leaders in Japanese youth culture. Kinsella argues that the popularity of ‘fashionable
infantilism” slowly cooled down during the latter half of the 1980s, and the 1990s, but

whether she was actually premature in her assessment of the demise of cuteness can be

questioned.

Contrary to Kinsella's claim that the popularity of cuteness peaked in the early 1980s, the
actual continued rise and development of cuteness in Japanese popular culture opens up a

gap in established research, to which this thesis aims to make a contribution.

In December 2002 Fortune magazine carried an article on the female business executive
fans of Hello Kirty who sport Kitty paraphernalia. (Gorman 2002) Hello Kitty’s popularity
among adult women was described as a kind of a ‘wink on pink’; an act of defiance
bringing cuteness into the corporate arena. It is a small but very public act of rebellion. A
number of U.S. celebrities have been spotted with Hello Kitty goods: Mariah Carey has
been seen carrying a Hello Kitty boom box; Cameron Diaz has a Hello Kitty necklace;
figure-skater Michelle Kwan has been photographed with a Hello Kitty purse dangling
from her shoulder; Courtney Love in a Hello Kitty T-shirt; Lisa Loeb’s cover of her album,
aptly titled Hello Lisa; New York fashion design duo Heatherette has incorporated Hello
Kitty motifs into its line of punk-inspired couture. Hello Kitty fans can even be found in the
Hawaiian female punk scene known as the Riot Grrrl movement.

We equate cuteness not with full citizenship...As part of our individualism,
Americans try to maintain a healthy distance from capitalism and from being
manipulated. Showing off Kitty in normally sober settings affirms one’s
independence, even if it is tinged with humour.

(Christine Yano quoted in Belson and Bremner 2004, 107)

Certainly consumption of Hello Kitty outside of Japan often contains much more irony.
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While some take her at face value in a straight reading of her cute appeal, others use Hello

Kitry to comment upon their own relationship to the stereotype.

While this section has examined the development of cuteness through shdjo culture, the
focus now moves to how this shdjo cuteness has spread to include areas previously outside

girl culture. in a process that has been variously described as the ‘infatilization’ of

Japanese popular culture.

Infantilization

The 1960s were a time of student rebellion. Kinsella highlights the reading of manga as a
kind of political demonstration by students against the status quo, and associates the cute

phenomenon with a reaction against adult society.

Childishness became equated with left wing politics and with youth culture. Young
people in Japan seeking greater personal freedom adopted children’s culture and
the romantic images of childhood held within, because it was the only already
extant cultural space in which individual freedom (as opposed to social obligation)
was encouraged. Japanese cute constituted a stubborn resistance to entering into

adult social relations. (Kinsella 1997, 384)
In the 1960s the cute look became increasingly important in popular culture worldwide.
This was the time when Twiggy had made a worldwide sensation, and a skinny young girl

fashion trend with mini skirts and exaggerated eye make-up became popular. (I11.2-29)

The burst of the bubble in the 1990s and the perceived failure of Japan’s post-war
economic success has led to increasing disenchantment with the values and goals that
much of post-war Japan has been built on.

[T]he generation-spanning immersion in the illusory world of the manga, stands for a
form of refusal to become an adult, i.e., to become totally integrated into the system.
The current younger generation seems to believe instinctively, and as a kind of
protective mechanism, that the only possibility of saving their identity from further
erosion is to remain in a state of childlike innocence. (Brehm 2002, 17)

‘[ TThis disenchantment is very obvious in youth culture, which celebrates the ephemeral

fashion of the shdjo (young girl) and the culture of kawaii (cuteness)’ (Napier 2000, 29)
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2-29. Makoto, 1967

Twiggy
From Macoto 1999, 20
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2-30. Tsukuba Universiy construction site warning sign, 2003
Photo the author

2-31. Shibuya construction warning sign, 2003
Photo the author
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That cuteness was used as a rejection of conformity, and a refusal to grow up, representing
a desire to stay childlike as a way of resistance/defiance, lead to an even greater presence

of cuteness in Japanese popular culture.

The .resulting infantilization of society, however, not only increases their
mar}lpulablllty, but is easily utilised as a compensation mechanism by the post-
capitalist economic system, and thus for additional profit. (Brehm 2002, 17)

This paradox is dealt with in different ways by the artists, and cuteness takes on different

values in the works of Murakami and Nara, for example.

Matsui highlights the element of horror or violence often alluded to in Nara’s works.

While Murakami’s ‘dangerously cute’ images reveal the incipience of mainstream
Japanese culture, Nara's angelic-demonic children embody the coexistence of
violence and innocence. (Matsui 2001b, 72)

The children Nara has created do not satisfy the need for an ideal world, but instead insist

on the reality of the conflict. This element of horror is further examined in chapter 6.

Cuteness 1s not limited to goods aimed at children and young girls, but has spread to
almost all aspects of Japanese popular culture. Cute images are used in Japan on
information pamphlets highlighting the dangers of smoking in bed, or on construction site
warning signs (Ills.2-30, 2-31), while the characters Prince Pickles and Little Parsley were
used on military recruiting ads. (McVeigh 1996, 291-312) Yamane Kazuma asks what can
we conclude about this ‘complete infantilization’ of Japan. The answer, she states, is
straightforward. ‘The girl has jumped up. The girl is boisterous.” (Yamane quoted in

Kinsella 1995, 248)

In Asada Akira’s essay ‘Infantile capitalism and Japan’s Postmodernisms: A Fairy Tale’,
his references to the ‘feminine and infantile’ continue the analogy with shdjo. (Asada 1989,
273-278) Asada states that where modernization is the process of maturation, Japan ‘did
not at all mature’, but ‘seems to be growing progressively more infantile.” (Asada 1989,
275) He argues ‘the value of becoming an adult declined throughout the 1970s while
Japan’s infantile capitalism swept over Asia.” (Asada 1989, 278) This process of

‘infantilization’, he argues, is ‘a parody of Hegelian world history’ (Asada 1989, 276)
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2-32. Aida Makoto, 1997

Gunjyo —zu '97 (young girls)

Pane, wrapping paper of characters Hello Kitty and Kerokero keroppi
116.5 x 91 cm

Private Collection
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Images of vhdjo have been conspicuous in contemporary art. Aida Makoto’s work Gunjyo-

zu '97 (Young Girls 97) 1997 shows high school students from Tokyo and from provincial
Japan on a school trip. (I11.2-32) Some are wearing riizusokkusu (loose socks) and have
shortened their skirts. The two groups of girls carry two different types of Sanrio
characters. High school girls also appear in Aida Makoto’s works Harakiri Schoolgirls
2000. and Schoolgirl Blender 2001. In my interview with Aida I asked him about the

recurring theme of schoolgirls in his works.

Really. T think high school girls stand out in the city. In New York or London they
aren’t so conspicuous. In Tokyo’s Maranouchi district there aren’t so many, but in
certain central areas like Shibuya the little lasses have taken over. If you live in
Tokyo just going about your normal routine, whether you like it or not, they catch
your eye. Good or bad, they are jumping out onto the scene. That’s why I decided

to paint a picture using them. (Aida interview 2004)
As Treat argues. the shdjo was rearticulated as a definitive feature of Japanese late model,

consumer capitalism. (Treat 1993, 353-387)

What it is that shdjo symbolise in contemporary Japanese culture is a key question, and one

taken up in Treat’s study.

Shojo are relegated to play as pure sign. They effectively signify sheer consumption,
their very referentless-ness is taken as emblematic of how contemporary culture
manufactures and circulates images, information, concepts and discourses that
constitute our experience of everyday life.
(Treat 1993, 382)
Shéjo culture. excelled in its emptiness. Treat argues that shdjo are empty, an adolescent
space without substantive or fixed subjective content, and a ‘point’ in the commodity loop

that exists only to consume.

The idea of ‘emptiness,” both as one associated with shdjo culture and Japanese
postmodernity in general, is probably, alongside ‘commodity’ the key term in
contemporary Japanese cultural criticism today. (Treat 1993, 382)

Treat’s study in this way links shdjo culture with postmodernism.

Another characteristic of the shdjo, which expanded in the 1980s was the increasing
popularity of the term ‘rorikon’ (Lolita complex), and the new, much reported-on trend of
enjo késai (compensated dating), the practice of high school girls engaging in sexual

relations, usually with a middle aged sarariman.

The word most often associated with this shdjo culture is kawaii, or ‘cute.” This
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aesthefic. vqlue is directly linked to the consumer role that shdjo exist to play. A
kawaii girl is attractive, and thus valorized, but lacks libidinal agency of her own.

(Treat 1993, 363)
Treat points out that while others may sexually desire the shdjo, the shéjo’s own sexual
energy, is directed toward stuffed animals, pink notebooks, strawberry crepes, and Hello
Kitry novelties. Anno Hideaki's 1999 film Love and Pop is an examination of enjo késai,
and this will be examined more fully in chapter 4, while Mori Mariko’s Love Hotel 1994

which also deals with the issue of enjo késai will be examined in chapter 7.

Kinsella states that *the main emphasis in the media treatment of high-school girls was a
criticism of their materialism and apparently overwhelming desire to get money at any
cost.” (Kinsella 2002, 228) Aida’s depictions of schoolgirls, such as Harakiri Schoolgirls
2001 (I11.2-33) and Blender 2000, also suggest a social critique, if not a condemnation of
vouth. This attitude toward shdjo can be linked to Okonogi Keigo’s critique of youth in his
famous article ‘moratoriamu ningen no jidai’ (The Age of Moratorium People) 1977, in
which he states

An apathy characterized by lack of vitality, interest, responsibility, and
impressionability prevails among today’s young people, who can find no
meaningful, permanent values in anything and only know how to involve
themselves with temporary and provisional phenomena in a casual manner.
Capricious and whimsical, they lack the will to be independent and have no
ambitions, ideals, or aspirations. Such a youth pathology has now become marked.

(Okonogi 1978, 22)
The expression moratoriamu ningen indicates a delay in the participation of adult life and
maturity and has been in recent times associated with the culture of kawaii. (Belson and
Bremner 2004, 21) In support of these theories, numerous books and articles, introduced

phenomena like enjo kdsai and Lolita Complex pornography.

Originally Erik Erickson’s term ‘psychosocial moratorium’ referred to a period of training
or study in which young people were suspended from fulfilling their obligations and
responsibilities to society. In Okonogi’s interpretation it becomes a dominant ‘social

character’.

[T]oday’s youth culture itself is based on a commercial culture, or consumer
culture. This trend indeed arises from the coincidence of the psychosocial
moratorium, which allows youth to receive and consume everything without
Jabouring to produce anything at all, with the characteristic features of an
information- and consumption-orientated society, and has brought about an
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2-33. Aida Makoto, 1999

Harakiri School girls (vellow)

Line drawing and computer graphics

From 21st Century Prints, Autumn 2004, p49
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extensive commercialization of the moratorium psychology. (Okonogi 1978, 20)

Kinsella, however, argues that moratorium was not a social disengagement, but one phase
of transition from the industrial society to the society of information; young people

disengage in the old world in order to engage with all the forces in the new one. (Kinsella
1995, 250)

The description of this moratorium mentality can also be read as a background for the
phenomenon of otaki. From moratoriamu ningen we pick up the general social tone that
sets the mood for the birth of the otaku, a mood characterized by self-dissociation in hyper-
reality. The affluent consumer society, Okonogi states, has an infantilizing effect. Media

and advertising appeal to the child in everyone leading to ‘identity diffusion syndrome’

and "an ego vacuum’. (Okonogi 1978, 29)

Later in 1986. noted sociologist Nakano Osamu published a scathing critique of Japanese
youth culture in which he raged against a generation inebriated with childishness and

consumerism.

In considering the personality traits of the new breed, the first characteristic we
note is they are ‘moratorium people’ — that is, they do not grow up. It is not that
they cannot but that they do not even try. They repudiate the maturity demanded by
the norms of adult society and prefer to remain kids — a dramatic contrast with the
members of the previous generation, who became anxious to attain full-fledged
adulthood, when they reached the age of 20 or so. To be sure, the ability to remain
kids presupposes the overprotection made possible by affluence, but it seems to me
that the moratorium psychology also signifies repugnance toward the values
underlying and created by modern society. (Nakano 1988, 12)

Though Nakano wasn’t talking specifically about Japanese women, at that time Japanese

women were delaying marriage, living at home, and spending money on fancy goods and

foreign travel. (Belson and Bremner 2004, 21)

In my interview with Aida I questioned him as to whether he thought today’s youth were

‘moratorium’.

Nowadays, moratorium has become commonplace. That book was published in
[19]77, and in those days there were hard working students, hard working pepple,
and only a very small number of rich kids. But then, even when they aren’t rich, the
number of people who are just hanging around is increasing. This was probably
shocking. But ‘moratorium’ is an obsolete word now, we don’t use it much. Recently
we say ‘pitard’ [unemployed/slacker]. But now as we’re in a recession, today’s
youth are more serious than I was when I was that age. (Aida interview 2004)
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Aida’s position seems to be, rather than one of outright criticism, one that creates the most
antagonism.

Aida Makoto’s installation Aida Line 1997 was shown at Takashimaya department store,
which opened that year in Shinjuku. Included in a show window next to the main entrance,
mannequins of a junior high school students in school uniform, one in an elementary

school swimming suit which displayed a *sexy wetness’, emphasized by using glycerine.’
(Aida 1999, 28)

I wanted to produce a dark spot within the dazzling brightness of the illusory space,
which is a symbol of freedom and consumption. If not a scholar nor a designer
engaged directly in the economy, the artist has some social roles. And I believe one
of the artist’s roles is to stir up society with nonsenses for which the artist should be
responsible — the role of so-called ‘clowning’...The following year, in which
crimes using knives occurred frequently among junior high school students, I
remembered the work because at the time I produced the work I was already
imagining a state of confusion for students who seemed to be living two kinds of
lives every day, one in and the other outside school. (Aida 1999, 28)

This “dark spot’, the unsettling and questioning of the status quo, seems to be emblematic

of Aida’s works.

Could Aida’s attitude recapture the spirit of Mishima Yukio’s cultural criticism expressed
in his 1969 essay Bunka béei ron (A Defence of Culture)? It is a connection already made
by Matsui Midori.

Savage satire of post-war democratization, loathing of straight-laced middle-class
morality, nihilistic acceptance of the absence of purpose in life and violent
expressions of infantile or perverse sexuality, presents an interesting case in the
genealogy of Japanese anti-modernism.. .His painting consciously reflects a
worldview similar to the one expressed by Mishima. (Matsui 2002, 148)

In Mishima’s essay, he denounces contemporary Japanese urban culture which he sees as

being overrun by flashy pop culture and consumerism, and refers to

the tendency to separate culture from the vitality of the bloody womp .f:md sexual
intercourse which gave it life, in order to evaluate culture has made 1t.1nt0 .
something harmless and pretty, a common property of humankind — like a fountain
in a public plaza. (Mishima 1969, 27)
Mishima projected his view as a challenge to the new consumer culture spawned by high
growth economics. (Najita 1989, 16) Aida’s various references to Mishima in his writing,

in the catalogue for the 1996 exhibition “No Future’, (Murobushi, Kurumi and Aida,

Makoto 2004, 52-53) and again in my interview with him, for example, certainly suggests
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a correlation and this will be examined further in chapter 4.

Conclusion

This chapter sets out to provide an overview of the proliferation of cuteness in Japanese
contemporary culture, from the early developments in manga, and shdéjo manga in
particular, to the spread ot cuteness to almost all aspects of Japanese society. Because it
operates on the level of the trivial and everyday, cuteness is often trivialised, and this has
lead to a lack of serious research, and this chapter also sought to build a theoretical

foundation and a review of the relevant literature, particularly the debate around cuteness

and power relations. and gender role issues.

The main research focus was to examine how Japanese contemporary art has commented
on this proliferation of cuteness in Japanese popular culture and what insights they offer to
enable a clearer understanding of cuteness in Japanese popular culture and how it operates
in Japanese society, focussing on the works of artists Murakami Takashi and Aida Makoto,
and through interviews with them provided original research. Through an examination of
Murakami’s character Mr. DOB, the importance of cuteness to the process of
commodification, which intensified during the 1980s, was examined. Also highlighted
were the significance of Japan’s defeat in World War II and the influence of America in
the post-war period, and what has been referred to as a process of ‘infantilization’. The
importance of shdjo culture was established as a key part of contemporary Japanese

popular culture.

Contemporary images of shdjo in works by Aida Makoto allude to the 1990s discourse of
shojo, which centred on passivity, consumerism, commodification, and moral and ethical
emptiness, as shdjo became a model of the Japanese nation. Horikiri Naoto also questions
whether the term shdjo is no longer confined to just young girls but applicable to everyone.
(Horikiri quoted in Treat 1996, 281) Cuteness in this way becomes representative of the
postmodern hyper-consumer scene in Japan, where contemporary capitalism has gone
‘beyond even Baudrillard’s consumer society, into some other ‘extremely abnormal

situation.” (Karatani quoted in Ivy 1989, 42)
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Chapter 3 Deconstruction: art and popular culture

This chapter examines how cuteness, as an aesthetic traditionally shunned by high art, has
been used by contemporary Japanese artists to invoke the mass produced kitsch object and
to deconstruct the high and low of fine art and commodity object. Murakami Takashi’s
Pop-infused art portrays J apan’s contemporary culture as a hyper-consumer realm, the
cuteness of his works flaunt their excessive display of slick craftsmanship even as they
insist on presenting themselves as works of art, while his merchandising, T-shirts, stickers,
badges, and objects such as the Mr. DOB soft toy, (Il1.3-1) participate without protest in
the marketing of art. extending the confusion. 1996 was the year Murakami launched the
Hiropon Factory, his studio in Asaka, Saitama, where he created his own works and
‘produced’ young artists, a conscious reference to Andy Warhol and the attitude of making
art. being an artist. as a commercial enterprise. (Murakami in Kelmachter 2002, 82)
"Tokyo Pop,” was the title of the group show in 1996, which included the artists Murakami,
Nara Yoshitomo. Aida Makoto and Mori Mariko, and represented a ‘tdningu pointo’
(turning point) in the Japanese art scene. (Murakami quoted in Murakami and Nara 2001,
137) In the exhibition catalogue Murakami’s essay ‘Art is DOB’ ends with the question
"what is art?” (Murakami 1996a, 11)

The exhibition *Super Flat’ began in Parco Gallery, Tokyo in 2000, and subsequently grew
as Murakami reconstituted it for the Los Angeles Museum of Contemporary Art in 2001,
and a traveling exhibition that toured the United States after that. The exhibition at LA
MOCA attracted a record level of attendance of 10,000 people at the opening, and a total
aggregate audience that exceeded 95,000 and was ‘close to a blockbuster show.’
(Murakami 2003) The Super Flat exhibition included a mixture of artists and designers
alongside Murakami, including Nara Yoshitomo, Hiromix, the animators Kanada
Yoshinori and Morimoto Kioji (best known for designing the opening credits for MTV
Japan, his sketches and animations take their inspiration from 17th century Japanese
scrolls), anime and film director Anno Hideaki, ero manga artist Machino Henmaru and
figure maker Bome. Murakami also included works by Edo period artists It6 Jakuchd,

Kan6 Sansetsu, Hokusai and Soga Shohaku.

Azuma Hiroki states ‘Super Flat’ is a keyword for describing Japanese society,
where surface has become all-important. (Azuma 2000a, 2-10) In the ‘Super Flat
Manifesto’ Murakami implies that, while his concept is restricted to Japan, the
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3-1. Murakami Takashi, 2000
Mr DOB soft toy
Height 30 cm
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3-2. Murakami Takashi, 2003
‘Super Flat Monogram’ exhibition invitation
Marianne Boesky Gallery, New York

3-3. Louis Vuitton, 2003
Handbag with Murakami Takashi design
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applicatipns are global; ‘the world of the future might be like Japan is today — super
flat. Society. customs, art, and culture: all are extremely two-dimensional.’

(Murakami 2000, 5)
Azuma argues that in the postmodern era, society has little by little been losing the value of
‘depth’, the value of something behind the surface, and states ‘the concept of superflat is
exactly and typically postmodernist.” (Azuma 2001) Super Flat certainly resonates with
Frederic Jameson’s concept of “depthlessness’, in his Postmodernism, or, The Cultural

Logic of Late Capitalism. where he describes,

a new kind of flatness or depthlessness, a new kind of superficiality in the most
literal sense, perhaps the supreme formal feature of all the postmodernisms to
which we will have occasion to return. (Jameson 1991, 9)
Murakami's concept of Super Flat is explicitly linked to one of the key characteristics of
postmodernism in which culture and society become a flux of undifferentiated images and
signs. By making use of certain postmodern theorists, in this examination of a key part of
Japanese contemporary art and culture, the aim is to come to a new understanding of the

role cuteness plays.

This flatness of contemporary society, according to Jameson leads to the abolition of
‘critical distance’ in the new space of postmodernism, and this leads Jameson to question
whether postmodernism is devoid of all subversiveness or social-critical value. (Jameson
1984. 125) In the same year as the Tokyo Pop exhibition, the exhibition ‘Ironic Fantasy -
Another World by Five Contemporary Artists’ was held at The Miyagi Museum of Art.
This exhibition, which Nara Yoshitomo gives preference over ‘Tokyo Pop’, (Murakami
and Nara 2001) included Murakami Takashi, Nara Yoshitomo, Aida Makoto, Mori Mariko,
and Tar6 Chiezd.

[T]he exhibition mirrors a shift in the paradigm of contemporary art from the 1980s

to the 1990s. The recent works grow out of postmodern appropriation as a mode of

critiquing contemporary society. (Matsui 1996b, 123)
This critique, Matsui argues, challenges the impossibility of a critical position, and
Jameson’s argument that it represents the incorporation by art of elements of mass or
popular culture ‘to the point where many of our older critical and evaluative categories
(founded precisely on the radical differentiation of modernist and mass culture) no longer
seem functional.” (Jameson 1984, 65)

Whereas all art up to Pop Art was based on a ‘depth’ vision of the world, pop
regards itself as homogeneous with this immanent order of signs: homogeneous
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with their industrial, mass production and hence with the artificial, manufactured
gharacter of the whole environment, homogeneous with the spatial saturation and
simultaneous culturalized abstraction of this new order of things. (Baudrillard 1998,

115)
For Baudrillard Pop Art, as art liberated from the dignity of high art, has become a form of
merchandise that is eminently ironic, because it no longer means anything; it is more
arbitrary and irrational even than merchandise itself (Baudrillard 1995, 18) When the art
object takes on the form of merchandise. it loses its g priori ideal nature (beauty,
authenticity. even functionality). *Pop signifies the end of perspective, the end of evocation,

the end of testimony. the end of the creative act and, last but not least, the end of the

subversion of the world and the curse of art.’ (Baudrillard 1998, 116)

Has art ceased to be creative or subversive, becoming merely one more set of objects to be
included in the system of objects, no longer creating or contradicting the world of
consumer objects. but now part of that world? According to Adorno, kitsch may even be
the “true progress’ of art. (Adorno 2004, 398) Within the context of Adorno’s thought this
statement represents a critique of Hegel and progressive modernism, and resonates with
notions of infantilization and immaturity described in chapter 2. Do Murakami’s works
simply replay the scene of consumerist desire, or does he create a critical position; a
subversive force emanating from within the very consumerist myths he questions? A
transvaluation of kitsch values or utterly tainted by them? There is still a critical view
which demands that “high art’ is distinct from mass culture, contemporary artists are
required to be critical. Is Murakami then just a parody of a critical position, a simulation?
Even if Murakami puts forward a critical gap, is it in reality closed? We might read
subversion into Murakami but would this represent simply a nostalgia for critical art as
Baudrillard suggests. (Baudrillard 2001, 144) Murakami’s Superflat Monogram works
displayed in the gallery (I11.3-2), while his Louis Vuitton designs are on sale, (I11.3-3)
forces the question: is there a difference between going to an exhibition and a Louis
Vuitton store? By examining the key exhibitions and works, artists’ statements and

interviews, these are the questions this chapter aims to answer.
While flaunting an absence of depth, Murakami’s works point to a variety of cultural,

political, social and historical contexts concerning the relationships between high art,

popular culture and subculture, between Japan and America, between contemporary art and
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traditional Japanese art. Modern art and traditional arts on the one hand, and the current
contemporary subculture of Japan, such as manga, animation and rock music, on the other.
Super Flat is an art historical perspective of Japanese manga and animation, which
questions what happened in the cultural scene in J apan after the World War II, what was
born especially as a result of the influence of imported pop culture. ¢ With his uncanny
ability to mirror his culture he is more the J apanese equivalent of Andy Warhol than
someone ntent on critiquing things.” (Cruz 1999, 14) The 1980s are key for this

"generation’ of artists, Murakami states:

I’'m not as interested in revealing media strategy as some people in my generation.

In that sense, I’'m very much a child of ’80s J apanese mass culture.

(Murakami quoted in Matsui 1998, n.p.)
Sawaragi Noi. in his essay *“Works that reflect the environment of an age’, highlights the
influence and relationship of American culture, which erupted from the economic
environment of the 1980s in Japan, a time when a highly developed consumption culture
emerged. (Sawaragi 1996) Recently there has been more of a reciprocal flow between
Japan and the West. Murakami’s references to Tsuji Nobuo’s book Kisé no keifu (Lineage
of the fantastic), a study of Edo Period artists (Tsuji 1988), raises the issue of the

connection of pre-modern Japan to postmodernism, in the context of this relationship.

In the 1990s Murakami and Aida Makoto made their own postmodern simulations of
Nihonga. ‘mining their cultural past for technical resources and ideological prototypes,
while playing up their postmodern sensibility to the fullest advantage.” (Matsui 2001b, 47)
Matsui attributes the invention of Nihonga as a category in the 1890s to Ernest Fenollosa
and Okakura Tenshin, partly in protest to the marginalisation of traditional Japanese
painting and partly
as a vehicle for the idea of a pan-Asian cultural continuity, an eclectic adaptation
and formal integration of such diverse sources as twelfth-century Chinese painting
and the latest experiments of Cézanne or Monet. (Matsui 1999a, 22)
An element of cuteness is included in Murakami’s work And then and then and then and
then and then 1996-1997 (111.3-4), for example, as Murakami and Aida raise issues about
cultural authenticity and question Nikonga as a contrived institutionalised national style,
with its mixture of ancient painting techniques and the latest in Western approaches; a

consequence of the Meiji Restoration, the national movement of modernisation and

enlightenment that followed Japan’s blanket acceptance of Western ideas and lifestyles.
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3-4. Murakami Takashi, 1996
And then, and then and then and then and then
Acrylic on canvas mounted on board

300 x 300 cm
Private Collection
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In his examination of Murakami’s concept Super Flat, Azuma Hiroki takes the 1999
exhibition ‘Ground Zero Japan’, curated by Sawaragi Noi, as a starting point.

In thi§ import.ant event Sawaragi grasped the confusion of the late 1990s — the
levelling of high culture and subculture, the dissolving of borders between genres

and the successive descent into irrelevance of existing learning and criticism — as ‘a
return to zero.” (Azuma 2000, 147)

With a possible reading of the word ‘super’ as meaning as ‘over’ or ‘beyond’, (Azuma

2000a, 10) Murakami, in contrast,

can be seen launching from that very same ground zero an attempt to reclaim
territory for a new art at the distant border between art and non-art. The new

concept of Super Flat seems to have appeared just for this purpose.
(Azuma 2000, 147)

In this way cuteness is used not only to represent a flattening, but also to signify a new

beginning and a sense of optimism.
Tokyo Pop

"Lolli-Pop: the Minimalist Life’, an early article by Sawaragi, which ‘brilliantly revealed |
the critical potential of “Neo Pop’ against the hegemony of Japanese social and artistic
institutions’ (Matsui 1996b, 123), appeared in the journal Bijutsu Teché. It focuses on
elements of cuteness included in Neo Pop since the 1980s as a form of social criticism.
Sawaragi ‘supported the new artistic method which parodically simulated the icons and
functions of consumer society, disrupting its rule from within its system.’ (Matsui 1996b,
124) Sawaragi highlighted Murakami’s reference to ‘cute’ consumer objects as manga
characters, praising their method of ‘incorporating the ambiguous aspects of “cuteness” in
their works in order to expose the way in which the Japanese power deploys cuteness as a
weapon.’ (Sawaragi 1992b, 86-92, and quoted in Matsui 1996b, 124) He saw it as a sign of
the artists’ commitment to difference and the possibility of effecting a ‘miniscule” yet
powerful protest against homogenizing institutions. (Matsui 1996b, 124) Sawaragi used the
term ‘simulationism’ to represent the new critical tendency among contemporary artists.
Using mimicry and sampling, Sawaragi argued that in adopting the semblance to cute
consumer products, Neo Pop’s final aim was to ‘demythologize their charm through

sarcastic modification.’ (Matsui 1994, 35) The issue of a time gap between Western and

Japanese postmodernism is discussed later in this chapter.
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3-5. Fake badge, 2003

3-6. Harvey Ball, 1964
Smiley

@
-‘O" %

|
| ) ©2002 Takashi Murakami/Kaikai Kiki All Rights Reserved.
¢1 URL/http://www.kaikaikiki.co.jp/

3-7. Murakami Takashi, 2002
Smiling flowers sticker set
Kaikaikiki Inc.
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A smiling flower is one of Murakami’s key motifs, appearing in a number of his works,
and merchandising products. This badge version (Il1.3-5), a kitsch object resembling the
multitude of cute marketing icons in Japan, exudes an optimistic cuteness, and is
reminiscent of the original “happy face’ icon. (I11.3-6) The ‘happy face badge’ was
originally a slightly fake public relations smile, crafted by the US company State Mutual
Life Assurance of Worcester in 1963, a *friendship campaign’ to cover up the bad effects a
merger was having on company morale. (Belson and Bremner 2004, 199) Its creator was
Harvey R. Ball, an independent commercial graphics arts designer and World War 11
veteran, who had served in Okinawa. The smiley badges became a worldwide icon in the
1970s, when a pair of Spanish brothers copied the original, adding the slogan, ‘Have a
Happy Day.” The smiley face, now referred to as an emoticon, has seen a resurgence in
popularity. as it is attached to emails, and text messaging. The smiling flower badge turns
out to be a fake one, made by an underground artist to coincide with Murakami’s 2002
exhibition in London as a critique of his excessive marketing, adds another twist, as

Murakami is caught in his own trap, his sign pirated and made to speak against itself.

The relation of kitsch to the avant-garde is mapped out as a way of locating Murakami’s
concept of Super Flat.

Most striking is the great panoply of derivative products whose production
Murakami overseas: T-shirts, postcards, watch-straps, all decorated with the
characters that populate his work, fast-selling, commercial pieces that are given as

much weight as the one-off art. (Fetis 2002, 79-80)
The press reaction to Murakami’s first shows in London and Paris in 2002 highlighted a
possible lack of critique.
This is a nasty kind of infantilism, filled with fetishistic details, playing up to itts
own crushing doltishness, its saccharine, sub-surreal stupidities... There's no sign
of any internal critique, just a lot of very high-class production values. (Searle 2002,
16)
In Sawaragi’s essay ‘Lolli-Pop’ is short for ‘Lolita Pop’, pointing to both the nonsense and
infantile element of ‘Pop’ (Sawaragi 1992b, 86-92), elements also highlighted by Hebdige,
‘POP...like DADA, infantile, nonsensical, onomatopoeic.’ (Hebdige 1995, 107) In
Murakami’s Haikei kimi wa ikite iru — Tokyo poppu sengen (Hello, You are Alive:
Manifesto for Tokyo Pop) he proposed using childishness one of three negative traits of

contemporary Japanese culture (the others being the repression of class differences and

amateurism), as a springboard for creating a new kind of beauty. (Murakami 1999, 57-59)
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The relation of cuteness to the childish is an important consideration for Murakami, and
resonates with Pop Art of the 1960s.

The connections with the Pop Art of the 1960s are clear when Murakami states ‘I thought
with Super Flat [ was creating what Richard Hamilton did when he defined pop Art.’
(Murakami quoted in Kaplan 2001, 95) In his reworking of Richard Hamilton’s original
definition of Pop (*Popular, Transient, Expendable, Low Cost, Mass produced, Young,
Witty; Sexy. Gimmicky; Glamorous Big Business.”) (Hamilton 1982 28), Murakami adds
"cute’, “childish” and “erotic" in his definition of Super Flat:

Childish (irresponsible); Introverted; Shabby; Amateurish; Cute; Ambiguous; Full
of contradictions; Anti-Western; Multi-focal; Improvised; Absence of hierarchy;
Plane and flat: Ephemeral; Erotic. (Murakami 2003, n.p.)
Comparing the two definitions, the addition of cuteness is one of the differences, and
Takekuma Kentar6's familiar cartoon images of Thomas the Tank Engine (a project that
aims to deter suicidal commuters from jumping in front of trains), for example, represents
how Japan's consumer culture of cuteness is analyzed and dismantled through a variety of

provocative strategies in the Super Flat exhibition.

Murakami’s smiling flower stickers 2002 (111.3-7) recall Pop Art’s humour. Pop Art’s wit,
irony and ambiguity keep it at a distance from kitsch. Richard Hamilton’s The Critic
Laughs 1971-2, a work comprised of a giant sized set of edible teeth (a block of sugar in
the form of an upper denture) fixed onto an electric toothbrush, itself brought a recollection
of Jasper Johns’ sculpture The Critic Smiles 1959, and a strong connection to the
readymade, and Duchamp’s ‘ironies of affirmation’. Baudrillard refers to the smile induced
by Pop Art.

In many, the works provoke a moral and obscene laugh (or hint of laugh) — the
canvases being indeed obscene to the classical gaze — followed by a derisive
smile...let us not forget that a certain smile is one of the obligatory signs of
consumption: it no longer represents a humour, a critical distance, but is merely a
reminder of that transcendent critical value which today is given material
embodiment in the knowing wink...It is not really clear in the end whether this
‘cool’ smile is the smile of humour or that of commercial complicity. This is also
the case with pop, and its smile ultimately encapsulates all its ambiguity: it is not
the smile of critical distance, but the smile of collusion. (Baudrillard 1998, 121)

Has Murakami kept this critical smile or has parody become pastiche? Super Flat is for

Murakami ‘a very good marketing word.” (Murakami quoted in Kaplan 2001, 95)
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Jameson states pastiche “is a neutral practice of such mimicry, without parody’s ulterior
motive. without the satirical impulse, without laughter,” and “pastiche is blank parody that
has lost its sense of humour.” (Jameson 1983, 114-116) If pastiche rather than parody is
more characteristic of the postmodern, Matsui still finds value, since ‘pastiche connotes the
absence of order or hierarchy of values against which the chaotic aspects of contemporary

reality must be measured.” (Matsui 1996b, 127) The importance of parody will be further

examined in chapter 4 with regard to the subculture of otaku.

In 1939 Clement Greenberg published his article ‘ Avant-Garde and Kitsch’ in which he
voiced his general contempt for kitsch, and argued the principles of kitsch and those of the
avant-garde are diametrically opposed. (Greenberg 1965) The context of Greenberg’s
article, which originally appeared in Partisan Review, a radical left wing journal, was the
struggle against fascism. He took a position which called for a distinction for ‘high art’ as
opposed to “kitsch’, a safeguarding of aesthetics against totalitarian politics, a threat now
replaced perhaps by the totalitarianism of consumerism and globalization. Fears regarding
the corrupting power of popular culture have pervaded intellectual and artistic thought in
the 20th century. Post World War II, Greenberg’s pronouncements concerning the
imminent defeat of high art at the hands of a tidal wave of kitsch, coupled with Theodore
Adorno’s analysis of the alienating properties of mass produced entertainment, the culture

industry as he termed it, resulted in a consensus as to the evils of mass culture.

Postmodernism revisits Pop Art for its rejection of the either/or, neither saying yes or no
but constantly swapping between the two. It is an interpretation that highlights Pop Art’s
double-coding and undecidable element, which ‘resists totalising in a grand dialectical
scheme.” (Maharaj 1991, 21) Sarat Maharaj sites Derrida’s notion of the ‘pharmakon’, as
both a lethal and a remedial drug as a metaphor of Pop Art’s gear-switching modes and
shifting stances, rather than in terms of strict, reductive oppositions, ‘as either truth-drug or
the opiate of mass culture, as critical purge or kitsch palliative.’ (Maharaj 1991, 21)
Hebdige argues that Pop Art did not break the hierarchical distinctions between ‘high’ and
‘low’, but simply blurred the line by the postmodern strategy of double coding. (Hebdige

1995, 103)

Arguably Pop Art is the first art to explore its own status as ‘signed’ and ‘consumed’ art
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object, as a type of art that fits well within a society dominated by the logic of signs and
consumption.

[P]gp’s significance resides in the ways in which it demonstrated, illuminated, lit
up 1n neon, the loaded arbitrariness of those parallel distinctions, lit up in neon the
hidden economy which serves to valorise certain objects, certain forms of
expression, certain voices to the exclusion of other objects, other forms, other
voices, by bestowing upon them the mantle of Art. (Hebdige 1988, 126)
Recognising that the truth of objects and products is their brand name, the object is no
longer used for something, but to signify, its use value now as a sign. It is logical for an art

which does not contradict the world of objects, but explores its system, to make itself part

of that svstem.

Super Flat has precursors in 1960s Pop Art, Robert Rauschenberg’s ‘flat-beds’ for example.
A flatness in Pop Art has also been identified by Lawrence Alloway.

Pop artists rejected the notion of a ‘tragic and timeless’ art, in Rothko’s phrase.
They introduced current events and objects encoded in forms that were already flat:
the flatness of Pop Art therefore constitutes a shift in values away from the

aestheticization and upward philosophical mobility of their predecessors.
(Alloway 1983, 42)

Murakami himself states that ‘The start of Super Flat is Andy Warhol’s camouflage
painting.” (Murakami quoted in Kaplan. 2001, 95)

The message in a Lichtenstein painting or a Warhol print or the Bailey photograph
is that in this art, as in ‘mass art’, ‘the art lies on the surface.” ‘Its secret depth,’ to
use his words again, ‘is that it has no secret depth’. In Warhol’s words, ‘There’s

nothing behind it’. (Hebdige 1988, 135)
Pop Art was fine art dealing with consumerism, and attempted to break down the great
divide between fine art and mass culture. Dick Hebdige, referring to Pop Art stated that

Excellence, distinction, uniqueness — the three prerequisites for entry to the fine art
canon — wiped out, flattened down to an undifferentiated sequence of images which
reproduces the ‘flow’ of television. The great frame of life reduced to the flat
dimensions of a comic strip frame, a television screen. (Hebdige 1988, 137)
While art has engaged with popular culture previously, DADA for example, and certain
postmodern strategies can be traced back to earlier artists such as Duchamp, Pop Art

signals the start of a break from modernism which tried to keep popular culture at arms

length. In this way Pop Art represents the pause between modernism and postmodernism.

Has art now taken on the appearance and secularity of other forms of pop entertainment?
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Blame for erasing the distinction between respectable art and kitsch has been placed more
recently on postmodernism, where the logic of consumption eliminates the traditional
sublime status of artistic representation. (Baudrillard 1998, 115) Baudrillard argues that art
has been reduced to merely repeating itself at an ever-increasing speed. (Baudrillard 1993,
15) There is an historical link between the exhaustion of the furiously anti-traditional
avant-garde and the emergence of the postmodern willingness to revisit the past.

Abandoning the strictures of the avant-garde and opting for a logic of renovation
rather than radical innovation, postmodernism has entered into a lively
reconstructive dialogue with the old and the past. (Calinescu 1987, 276)

Should the temporal significance of an artist now be located within the field of cultural

anthropology or perhaps media communications? ‘I make art that isn’t about high culture

versus low culture. Our reality is that everything is visual culture,’ states Murakami.

(Griffin 2001. 188)

Murakami refers to Super Flat as a form of ‘post Pop Art’ or a ‘descendant of Pop.’
Japanese cultural expressions are still catching up with the ideas and trends of the
American 1980s argues Murakami, ‘with thirty years’ time lag, we’ve just discovered the
joys of making pop Art for ourselves.” (Murakami quoted in Matsui 1998, n.p.) However,
this 1s more than a mere delayed Japanese version of Pop Art. (Murakami 1999, 57-59)

[W1]e should realize the fact that post-war Japan was culturally ‘occupied’ by
America, and if the artists are expressing ‘pop’ culture, that may be considered a
‘colonial pop culture’ of the Far East. Needless to say, I am not using this phrase in a
negative way. The closed realm of ‘contemporary art” was established by ignoring
such an influence, creating an institutional enclosure despite the fact that that
influence was total. (Sawaragi 1996, n.p.)
At that time, Murakami felt that Japan was attaining financial power conducive to the
development of pop culture, and that it was the right moment for the development of a real
‘pop culture’, ‘something analogous to Pop Art as Warhol conceived of it — in other words,
art expressing the ‘dark side’ of American society. (Murakami in Kelmachter 2002, 93)
Murakami faces the American influence on Japanese popular culture signalling his

successful evolution from the resentment of American pop culture to the affirmation of

contemporary Japanese reality.

The new Pop marks a clear break with the previous practices of Japanese contemporary art,
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according to Sawaragi in his book Nikon Gendai Bijutsu (Japanese Contemporary Art)
1998. Sawaragi criticised the post-war J apanese avant-garde for its failure to interact with
the reality of contemporary life. Absorbing the vulgar energy of mass culture while
possessing cool irony, Sawaragi sees the emergence of the new Pop art in the early 1990s
as the first real opportunity to break open the closure of Japanese art, which he blamed on
preceding generations of Japanese artists and critics for indulging in a false game of

‘authenticity” and *deviation” in a closed circuit, which bore no relevance to international
art history. (Matsui 2001b, 48)

The works of the artists in the exhibition ‘Ironic F antasy’ were ‘a conscious restatement,
from an "80s viewpoint, of the simultaneous attraction to and critique of consumer culture
latent in the expressions of the original Pop Art.” (Matsui 1996b, 123) Matsui makes the
comparison of Murakami to Jeff Koons. Sawaragi also compares Murakami to Koons, and
Nara to Mike Kelley. (Sawaragi 2001b, 96-103) Murakami’s collaboration figure work
shown in Tokyo Museum of Contemporary Art, he argued was like Koons’ flower
sculpture Puppy 1992, while Nara’s ‘I Don’t Mind if you Forget Me’ exhibition in
Yokohama included works like Mike Kelly’s installations with teddy bears. These two
artists appearing at the beginning of the 21st century at home and abroad were repeating

the feeling of America in the late 1980s.

Murakami and Nara emerged as the two leading contemporary Japanese artists after
significant success abroad. 2001 was the year of ‘Narakami’, a recently coined term that is
shorthand for Nara and Murakami. Five hundred mostly young Japanese packed the
auditorium of the Museum of Contemporary Art, Tokyo, for a public conversation between
the two artists, called ‘The Narakami Dialogue’. Fashion magazines and art journals alike,
featured specials on the two artists. The December edition of Bijutsu Teché featured a
special report on the artists to coincide with their large-scale exhibitions held at the same
time in Tokyo and Yokohama. The September 2001 issue of Brutus, a popular lifestyle
magazine, featured a special feature entitled ‘Artists Without Borders: Nara, Murakami wa
sekai gengo da!” (Nara, Murakami are global languages!). Eureka, a poetry criticism
journal, similarly devoted its October issue to the two artists, while newspapers and TV

shows also ran articles and segments on them.
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In his book Simulationism 1991 . Sawaragi used the term simulationism to represent the
new critical tendency among contemporary artists, and drew on Craig Owens’ term
"appropriation’ which he had used to define the method of postmodern art.

Sgwqagi projected onto the "Neo-Pop’ of the Japanese 90s the dream of uniting
criticism and practice that Owens had decreed for the postmodern art of the

American 80s. (Matsui 1996b, 124)
Neo Pop was making use of *postmodern appropriation as a mode of critiquing
contemporary society’ (Matsui 1996b, 126) Baudrillard’s essay ‘The Transparency of
Kitsch'. had identified *true’, and *false’ simulation, in his study of Andy Warhol who he
argued in 1965 was attacking the concept of originality in an original way; by 1986 he was
reproducing an unoriginal in an unoriginal way.

When Warhol painted his Campbell s Soup Cans in the 1960s, this was a
sensational coup, both for simulation and for modern art. At a stroke, the
merchandise object. or the merchandise sign was consecrated by the only ritual we
have left. that of transparency. But by the time he came to paint the Soup Cans in
1986, the simulation was no longer sensational but stereotypical.

(Baudrillard 2001, 20)
In 1965 the whole aesthetic trauma of the invasion of art by merchandise was conveyed in
a way both "ascetic and ironic’, by 1986 none of this remained, ‘the genius of promotion

presided over a new phase of merchandising.” (Baudrillard 2001, 20)

Murakami also refers to simulationism, which he cites as an influence in the early 1990s
when he first moved to New York.
In those days the art world was in the transition from New Painting to
Simulationism, and I was influenced by both tremendously. My goal was to present
a mixture of Anselm Kiefer and Jeff Koons. I made installations of plastic soldiers
around that time. (Murakami quoted in Kelmachter 2002, 3)
In the late 1980s Jeff Koons, the expert of kitsch, had used an inflatable bunny, The Pink
Panther, and other images of cuteness that openly embraced an attitude that was to extend,
severely, the operations of the Duchampian ready-made to a range of consumer products
comprised almost exclusively of kitsch. Koons himself had worked on Wall Street as a
stockbroker, his sculpture Pink Panther 1988 represents an antithesis of art. In 1989 he
mounted ‘The Banality Show’, consisting of life-size porcelain and polychromed wood
sculptures fabricated by skilled craftsmen. These sculptures were so blatantly banal they
were metamorphosed into ‘hyperkitsch.” Reversibility, turning around people’s

sensibilities is a key feature of the avant-garde. When an artist reverses institutionalised
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norms, and artistic practices which exclude a certain grammar, just as Warhol’s factory
questioned the notion of the studio as the centre of artistic creation, and Eduardo

Paolozzi’s Kitsch Cabinet 1970 included his collection of childhood toys, this can also

represent avant-garde artistic practice.

In 1980 the exhibition *Duchamp and 20th Century Art — after art stripped bare’ at

Tokyo University Komaba Art Museum, included new unedited notes and manuscripts in
which the word *inframince” appeared. Duchamp first began to elaborate inframince in
1937. It is a word that doesn’t exist in French, but is composed of the word infra (low) and
mince (thin). and means a distance or a difference you cannot perceive, but can only
imagine. The difference between the bottle rack selected by Duchamp and every other
bottle rack. for example. “Instead of using ‘super’ which would express the extra thin,
Duchamp chooses the opposite “infra’ meaning below rather than above’, (Ades, Cox &
Hopkins 1999, 183) but there are similarities with Murakami’s notion of Super Flat. In the
Parisian journal Preuves in 1968, Duchamp refers to ‘the hollow in the paper between the
front and back of a thin sheet of paper.” (Duchamp quoted in Sanouillet and Peterson 1973,
194) He also refers to “the interface between two types of thing’, ‘a kind of interface or
state of being inbetween’, and ‘a gap or shift that is virtually imperceptible but absolute.’
(Ades, Cox & Hopkins 1999, 183) Duchamp’s usage suggests a going beyond binary
oppositions. It is quite subversive. Although there is no longer any possibility of
Murakami’s concept being able to operate in the same way, there is a similarity with
Duchamp’s concept, perhaps a more introverted version of Murakami’s extroverted

version, but still reflecting the miniscule space left for critique in art.

There are other instances of the use of a similar flat strategy elsewhere in the 1990s. For
example, in ‘Easyfun’, the Jeff Koons exhibition in 1999 at Sonnabend Gallery New York,
his works were described as ‘unapologetically flat.” (Gingeras 2001, 85)

The legacy of Pop is more than obvious in Easyfun: their pristine §urfaces recall the
perfectionism of Roy Lichtenstein, while their most obvious debt is owgd to James
Rosenquist, whose long engagement with advertising vocabulary and sign-board
painting technique was acknowledged by Koons as a key reference for these works.
(Gingeras 2001, 85)

In a conversation between Jeff Koons and James Rosenquist published in Parkett 2000,

Koons states ‘it is so much of our culture, you are on your computer screcn and there 1s

one layer of images on top of another layer of images.” (Rosenquist 2000, 40) This
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resonates with Murakami's concept of Super Flat, which in his Super Flat manifesto, he
likens to the merging of flat layers in the creation of a desktop graphic on a personal
computer. (Murakami 20004, 5) This particular association of the Super Flat with screens

and computer technology will be examined further in chapter 7.

Returning to Murakami's smiling flowers, these entered mass consciousness when the
results of his collaboration with Louis Vuitton went on sale in F ebruary 2003. Murakami’s
new design for the bags range from a simple rendering of the familiar logo in bright colors,
to cartoons of smiling blossoms, eyes and pandas that look as if they have been painted
over the classic monogram. Outside the venue at the Louis Vuijtton catwalk show in Paris,

where the bags were unveiled, huge balloons of the artist’s characters crowded the skyline.

The illustrations also feature cherry blossoms, a traditional symbol of Japan, and perhaps a
reference to the first Louis Vuitton flower and circle design introduced in 1896, which was
inspired by Japonisme, the post-Impressionists’ re-interpreting of the Japanese aesthetic in
the decorative arts, which was popular in Paris at the beginning of the 20th century. Lise
Skov argues that in the concept of Japonisme there is an idea of a binary opposition,
Japonisme as “exotica’ and ‘postmodernism’s promise of a collapse of cultural
hierarchies.” (Skov 1996, 139) The point is, not to recover the origin, or nature of
postmodernism, but focus on ‘the synchronism of a number of occurrences which can be

loosely grouped around the concept.” (Skov 1996, 140)

While the increasing popularity of manga and anime might perhaps represent a new
Japonisme, a new confidence for Japan, Murakami worries if the collaboration might be
too much for his own home market. Louis Vuitton, one of the best selling designer labels
in Japan, is a high status brand, with an exclusivity not seen in normal consumer goods,
often with limits on the number of items a customer is allowed to buy at any one time, for
example. ‘The people at Japanese Louis Vuitton and I were wondering, if it has been
touched by a Japanese creator, can it keep its value for the Japanese people?’ he says.

(Porter 2002, 8)

The new bag designs highlight a change in Murakami’s position since his early works. The

Randoseru Project 1991 was a set of randoseru (children’s leather backpacks) produced
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under the artist’s direction. One set of eight backpacks replicates the simple design in
exotic animal skins including caiman, cobra, ostrich, hippopotamus and whale, a gesture
that also connects these conceptual artworks to the elegant luxury leather goods marketed
to those with increasing disposable income. Murakami traces the form of this ubiquitous
grade school uniform accessory to Meiji-era military design, and links it to the lingering
symbolism of the Imperial system and militarism in the national education program. He
also alludes to the historic discrimination against Burakumin leatherworkers. Murakami
himself suggests a change alluding to a shift from earlier more cultural concerns.

Now my concept is more pure: I want to make what I like to make. Right now the
young temale audience is the hardest to attract, and the challenge of my newest
work is to get popular with that group.

(Murakami quoted in Friis-Hansen 1999, 31)

An [nvitation magazine cover shows the widespread coverage the Louis Vuitton
collaboration received in Japan. (I11.3-8) Murakami’s designs on haute couture bags, his
entering into high fashion design blurs the distinction between an artistic statement on the
lines of a multiple edition readymade on the one hand, pure commodity object on the other.
Following the success of the collection with Louis Vuitton, Murakami, in a collaboration
with animator Hosoda Mamoru and producer Takashiro Tsuyoshi, also created a Louis
Vuitton animation, which Hosoda refers to as a promotional video, (Nagae 2003, 43-45)
but Louis Vuitton CEO Yves Carcelle refers to as more of an independent artistic work,
funded by Louis Vuitton as acontribution to contemporary art. Again the status is confused.
Takashiro refers to the cuteness of the characters in the animation, and Hosoda, while
acknowledging cuteness has recently spread all over the world, expresses doubts over the
girl, the main character, who should have been older, more sophisticated. There is an otaku
element, a reference to Miyazaki’s anime Nausica of the Valley of the Wind 1984, in that
the girl is possibly not wearing underwear. According to Murakami, when the panda eats
the girl in the film, and she enters the fantasy world, and flies around, it is not Alice’s
wonderland, but rather represents contemporary Japan, and a certain sense of
weightlessness, which is a feature of current Japan. (Nagae 2003, 43-45)

The final destination of pop art, pop imagery and pop representational techniques
lies not inside the gallery but rather in that return to the original material, that .
turning back towards the source which characterised so much of pop art’s. output in
its ‘classic’ phases. Its final destination lies...in the generation, regeneration not of
Art with a capital ‘A’ but of popular culture with a small ‘p.c.” (Hebdige 1988, 87)
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-8. Invitation, April 2003
Magazine cover

. Kitty Goods Collection, 2
Magazine cover vol. 21
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When an edition of Kity Goods magazine mimics Murakami’s design (I11.3-9), the
kitsch/avant-garde debate comes full-circle. Murakami takes this one step further still

withhis exhibition in New York 2003, which featured works based on his Louis Vuitton

designs, made into canvases.

The possibility of a way for art to maintain an element of critique is significantly held out
by Baudrillard. who finds ‘*Warhol’s position particularly interesting, when he holds up the
mirror of a utopia based on sheer banality.” (Baudrillard 2001, 148)

Warhol interests me because he develops a media orientated, mechanical strategy.
It’s consistent with the strategy of the system, but faster than the system itself. It
doesn’t dispute the system, but it pushes it to the point of absurdity, by overdoing
1ts transparency. (Baudrillard 2001, 148)
In Baudrillard's *Absolute Merchandise’, for the exhibition ‘Andy Warhol: Paintings
1960-1986" in 1995 at The Museum of Fine Arts (Baudrillard 1995, 18-21), he states:

Faced with the modern challenge of merchandise, art can find no salvation in a
critical posture of denial (which would reduce it to ‘art for art’s sake’, risibly and
ineffectually holding up a mirror to capitalism and the inexorable advance of
commerce). Its salvation lies in taking to extremes the formal, fetishistic abstraction
of merchandise, the magical glamour of exchange value. Art must become more
mercantile than merchandise itself: more remote from use value than ever before,
art must take exchange value to extremes and thus transcend it.

(Baudrillard 1995, 18)

Does Murakami in the Louis Vuitton project represent this spiral out of control, a
postmodern art taking ‘the media modes and commodity forms of late capitalism to ‘new
critical extremes’? (Ivy 1989, 43) Even in late capitalist cultures like Japan, the possibility

of a critical gap in this way might still exist.

In Peach Wonderland: cuteness and kitsch

Kitsch often conjures up images of a fairy tale fantasy world, and cuteness is an aesthetic it
makes use of. This kitsch utopia is evident in works such as Murakami’s Kaikaikiki In
Peach Paradise 2002, for example. There is also a socio-political aspect, and this section
will examine kitsch with relation to class and power status from a number of different
perspectives. Following these interpretations of kitsch it is necessary to look at how

Japanese contemporary art entered the discourse of kitsch and its relation with cuteness.
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Sawaragi Noi traces the ‘obsession’ with cuteness in J apan to the post-war Emperor
Hirohito. whom in the 1980s his subjects saw as ‘a cute old man’. Sawaragi claims that
this attitude was a manipulative ‘rule by cuteness’ rather than ‘rule by power.’ (Sawaragi

1992, 75)

Noting that the same surreptitious mode of rule characterized the J apanese imperial

and consumer systems, Sawaragi singled out the quality of ‘cuteness’ as one the
most effective vehicles of that rule. (Matsui 1994, 35)

In this way the political *infantilisation’ as discussed by Asada (Asada 1989, 273-278) is

mirrored by an aesthetic infantilism.

Reducing adults to children, the view that kitsch makes masses easier to manipulate by
reducing their cultural needs to the easy gratification offered by Disney cartoons, pulp
literature and romance novels, kitsch was given a new set of meanings by the critics of
‘mass culture’. who used kitsch to criticize the culture of the new ‘consumer society’.
Kitsch was no longer blamed for the erosion of elite or regional culture, but for the
manipulation of the consciousness of the masses, controlling their thoughts and cultural
outlooks. Through a kitsch bombardment of comic books, radio, TV shows and movies
expressing manufactured emotional, aesthetic and social outlooks, they argued the same
propaganda tactics that had worked so well for fascists and communists were operative in
the kitsch of American capitalism and mass culture, draining the minds of consumers and

ultimately cultivating a subordination to authority.

Japanese contemporary artists, with their inclusion of popular culture and cuteness in their
works, and Sawaragi plays up the importance of Murakami and the Tokyo Pop artists.

Murakami’s deployment of ‘cute’ images, coupled with the virtues of fine
craftsmanship, allowed him to mimic and expose how political hegemony was
consolidated in Japan: through seduction; by ‘innocent’ immersion into the
emotional, national totality. (Matsui 1996, 69)

Murakami’s works point to a deconstruction of the use of cuteness as constructing a

sensibility in Japanese society rather than just reflecting it.

In Japan, Murakami points out, 99% of the population believes it belongs to the middle
class. ‘One could say it is a “superflat society.” Therefore this notion of superflat is no

longer confined to a word describing a form of visual art.’ (Murakami 2003) This resonates

with Baudrillard when he states,
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I'd say the masses are the supreme kitsch product. At the same time the masses are
a murror of power that has itself become kitsch. So we are no longer talking about
subver§10n by the masses. We're talking about the disqualification of power by its
extension to the masses. This produces a sort of perverse contract between power
and the masses, a mutually manipulative contract. (Baudrillard 2001, 146)
Baudrillard refers to kitsch's "socially assigned function of translating social class
aspirations.” (Baudrillard 1998, 11 1) Consumer choice is a ‘production of signs’ that

distinguishes one person from another, not as individuals but as members of classes

enjoving different status levels.

Murakami's *over-the-top cuteness’ (Searle 2002, 16) suggests a critical position by

exaggeration.

Just as too much sugar will poison you in the end, so prolonged immersion in this
Play School version of Arcadia makes your mind hurt. There’s a fine line between
cute and creepy...there are signs that Murakami knows full well that the J apanese
cult of kawaii or “cuteness’, is not entirely benign, that it’s a people eater. (Denny

2002, 42)
Cuteness in the works of Murakami and the other artists in the ‘Ironic Fantasy’ exhibition,
"are surrounded by a strange and not quite so funny or innocent laughter.” (Damianovic
1996, 130) According to Maia Danianovic ‘the implied happiness of the image is

challenged by an insidious presence of intuitive distress.” (Damianovic 1996, 130)

In Japanese gift giving, as a marker of the status of the receiver, kitsch fulfils a certain
social function (Hendry 1993), while also in Japanese home decorating, Western style
kitsch is also used as a mark of status, associated with high status, expense, refined taste.
(Rosenburger 1994, 106-125) Kitsch and cuteness are not limited to Japan but in this way
represent a global aesthetic.

How is cuteness in particular involved in the deceptive nature of kitsch? Kitsch makes use
of cuteness as a superficial surface layer that elicits a strong emotional response.
Underlying the charge that kitsch gives us a false and fraudulent, overly sweet and benign
vision of the world, is the suspicion that kitsch and sentimentality are modes of distraction
and self-deception, shifting our attention away from the world as it is and soothing us

instead with objects that are uncompromisingly comfortable and utterly unthreatening.

Kitsch turns its failures into cute: cutely conventional, quaintly repetitive. Its .
dishonesty, its derivation and its apparent failure to be original are transformed into
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a charming gesture of sincerity and a self-conscious effort to affect the sincere
appeal of naiveté. (Binkley 2000, n.p.)
Rather than an aesthetics of *beauty and originality’, kitsch offers an aesthetics of
simulation, objects that reproduce, imitate, ape, and repeat, what has even been called an

"aesthetics of deception and self-deception’, a ‘specifically aesthetic form of lying.’
(Calinescu 1987, 229)

Kitsch objects. which are described by Baudrillard as ‘pseudo-objects’ which, while they
have a superabundance of signs, lack any real signification, and represent ‘a glorification

of the detail and a saturation by details.” (Baudrillard 1998, 110)

This language of kitsch is less about real circulation than about the illusion of signs
through their appearance and disappearance. Like all media, it turns on and off. It
spins. It offers an allurement but remains essentially static. It has no experimental
dimension. It is visual culture. (Morgan 1998, 23)

Just as advertisers manufacture a simulated intimacy, kitsch is a marketable illusion. ‘s the

false representation of the world offered by kitsch just a lie, or does it satisfy man’s thirst

for illusion?” (Eco 1989, 183)

Nishiyama Minako's Nice Little Girl’s Wonderful Dressing-up Room 1992, (111.3-10)
accentuates escapism as a key part of kitsch, ‘kitsch as a pleasurable escape from the
drabness of modern quotidian life’ (Calinescu 1987, 229) Broch points out how kitsch
expresses that escape as a dreamy experience of happiness, tranquility and sugary harmony,
and a flight into comfort, (Broch 1970, 63) Nicholas Bornoft also points to this escapist
function of kitsch with reference to love hotels which are often the absolute in kitsch.

The primary function of the décor is escapist. Like Disneyland, the love hotel has
about it an air of childishness, of innocence, which not even a strong undercurrent
of rapacious commercialism can belie. (Bornoff 1991, 50)

This aspect of cuteness and kitsch has not been ignored by artists in Japan, and is not

limited to the Tokyo Pop artists, more recently, kitsch and cuteness has been a subject for

Japanese contemporary artists.

The 2001 exhibition ‘Promenade in Asia — Cute and Kitsch’ at Art Tower Mito and
Shiseidd Gallery, Tokyo, proposed that freed from its elitist underpinnings, kitsch has
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3-10. Nishiyama Minako, 1992
Nice Little Girl’s Wonderful Dressing-up Room
Acrylic on wooden panels, one way mirror, cloth

Photo Kurosawa Shin
From Asai and Higuchi (eds.) 2001, p75
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3-11. Big Comic, August 20, 2003
Manga cover
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proven more effective a term for describing the strange euphoria of the synthetic that still
characterizes much of consumer culture. and that "yearning for what is cute is not merely
trying to escape from the present difficult situation, but to value ephemeral happiness that
is beaming at the moment.” (Asai 2001, 52) The exhibition stressed that the term of ‘cute’
describes an ambiguous feeling of happiness combined with anxiety:

We are not using “cute’ not merely in the sense of being charming, lovely, or
sickeningly sweet, but also to mean the fervent desire of artists to impact their works
with an evanescent feeling of being happy ‘right now and here’ — a feeling that may

be lost at any moment. (Asai 2001, 55)
Dana Friis-Hansen suggests this "lite happiness’ is needed because of all the recent bad

news in Japan, such as the burst economic bubble, and the 4um sect, and asks if cuteness is

a panacea or placebo? (Friis-Hansen 1999, 30-41)

Murakami argues that the Japanese preference for cuteness reflects a wish for the birth of
new life. “The notion of kawaii is extremely positive. It expresses the luminous side of an
enchanted world.” (Murakami 2002, 11) Mori Mariko also suggests in my interview with
her the importance of optimism.

I think those oraku things actually obviously had started much earlier, but in fact
after the economic bubble the phenomenon of cuteness was even more exaggerated
I think, so optimism. (Mori interview 2004)
"‘Happiness: A Survival Guide for Art and Life’, the inaugural exhibition at Mori Art
Museum, Tokyo in October 2003, showed Yoko Ono’s fifty-one minute film Film No.5
(Smile) 1968 which includes a close up of John Lennon’s face slowly breaking into a smile.
The exhibition also included an installation by Murakami in which he completely covered
a room in smiling cosmos flowers. The same icons lead viewers from outside to the gallery,
while the floor guide booklet also features Murakami characters, and the museum shops

sell a whole variety of Murakami soft toys, stickers, postcards and other merchandising.

A recent cover of the manga Big Comic Original illustrates how cuteness is used as a key
component of kitsch to create a strong impact, a kind of emotional intensity, or
sentimentality. (I11.3-11) Kitsch raises up an image of happiness to an absolute universal
value, kitsch joy is the most fundamental form of human happiness that enlivens us all.
(Binkley 2000, 131-152) This ‘idiotic tautology’ is captivating in its ability to elevate the
unique charm of the commonplace to a value of universal significance. (Binkley 2000,

135) Thomas Kulka argues that it is the sentimental force rather than the aesthetic
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properties of kitsch that accounts for its mass appeal. (Kulka 1996) Typical consumers of
kitsch are pleased not only because they respond spontaneously, but also because they
know they are responding in the right kind of way. They know they are moved in the same
way as everybody else. This psychological aspect of kitsch was stressed by Milan

Kundera:

Kitsch causes two tears to flow in quick succession. The first tear says: How nice to
see children running on the grass! The second tear says: How nice to be moved
together with all mankind, by children running on the grass! It is the second tear
that makes kitsch kitsch. (Kundera 1984, 72)

This universal appeal takes on added significance when marketing crosses international

borders. Kitsch is the result of an overly mediated culture and is totally endemic to the

current state of transition as we move toward globalization. (Morgan 1998, 26)

Nara Yoshitomo

Nara's exhibition *Lullaby Supermarket’” was the same year as the Super Flat exhibition,
and Nara merchandising is also highly visible in museum shops. (I11.3-12) Nara, is like
Murakami, represented by Koyama Gallery in Japan, but perhaps this gives a wrong
impression of Nara, who ‘unlike Pop maestro Warhol, or Murakami,’ (Trescher 2001b,
105) is less interested in marketing, and does not delegate work. Nevertheless Nara
maintains a high public visibility with collaborative projects such as Japanese rock group
Shénen Knife’s Banana Chips CD cover, a simple banana similar to Andy Warhol’s
famous cover for The Velvet Underground. (Ill. 3-13) Novelist Yoshimoto Banana’s book
Hinagiku no jinsei (The Life of Hinagiku) 2000, is a collaboration between the two artists,
combining Yoshimoto’s text and Nara’s illustrations. Yoshimoto also contributed to the
2001 ‘Lullaby Supermarket’ exhibition catalogue with her essay ‘The Lines He Draws.’
(Yoshimoto 2001, 47-8)

The low status associations with ‘illustration’ in Nara’s works challenge traditional high art
values. Steven Trescher argues that Nara’s work draws on ‘Modernism’s reductive
abstraction, a sign-like, shorthand language of images with which 20th century children’s

book illustrations were produced’, and is ‘indebted to picture books by Dick Bruna.’
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3-12. Nara Yoshitomo, 2000
Ashtray, clock, book ends

3-13. Nara Yoshitomo, 1998
Banana Chips

Shonen Knife CD cover
Universal Victor Inc., Japan
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(Tresher 2001, 10) Straight black lines and simple blocks of colour, an illustration shows
Dick Bruna's character Miffy at the gallery and looking at what appears to be a Van
Doesburg. (I11.3-14) The book tells of Miffy’s puzzlement. Could she perhaps be

questioning the representation of abstract reality in neo plasticism, or the similarities with

the reality of her own design?

Bruna painted A fiffy’s black lines by brush, his great inspirations being not illustrators, but
painters such as Fernand [.éger and Matisse. Pablo Picasso and Dick Bruna were said to be
admirers of each other's work. Murakami himself has stated there’s a similarity between art
and character design. (Murakami and Nara 2001) Murakami’s illustrations in the book
Keba Keba 2004 puts himself in the role of illustrator in a collaboration with the pop group
Uzu's Kitagawa Yijin who wrote the story, after Uzu had earlier used Murakami’s
I'acance d'eté de moi et petit frere et Doraemon 2002, as a CD cover. Keba Keba features
Kumo-kun (Mr. Cloud) 2002, (111.3-15) a character who also appeared in Murakami’s
exhibition at the Serpentine Gallery in 2002, and is reminiscent of the Hakuy6sha laundry
company icon, (I11.3-16) and a manga speech bubble.

Wada Koéichi argues in media such as manga, anime and illustrations for children’s books,
an alternative mode of expression is adopted for the purpose of immediately
communicating the “cuteness” of mass produced images’, which involves varieties of
omission, simplification, distortion, and stereotyping. (Wada 1996, 135)

It is obvious that Nara Yoshitomo is trying to employ such popular expressions
with even more exaggeration and repetition in the context of art so that the
difference among such expressions can be mixed. (Wada 1996, 135)

Nara’s ‘knowing use of the figures’ defiant glower, and deliberately adopting clich€s “to

gain reverse affects,” (Wada 1996, 135) are examined with relation to nostalgia in chapter

5.

Matsui, who is critical of the frequent comparisons of Nara’s style to cartoons and

illustrations, wrote a ‘reply to Trescher’.

In spite of several worthy attempts to evaluate his inheﬁtapce from both
contemporary art and cartoons, many critical writings- indicate a dlfﬁcqlty of
negotiating between the author’s intuitive empathy with Nara’s figuration and
critical demands of contemporary art history. (Matsui 2001, 168)
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3-14. Dick Bruna, 1997
From Miffy at the Gallery 1998, n.p.
London: Egmont Books

3-15. Murakami Takashi, 2002
Kumo-kun (Mr. Cloud)

Acrylic, synthetic resins, fibreglass, wood
70 x 80 x 35 cm

3-16. Hakuydsha, 2002
Street sign Shibuya
Photo the author
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Matsui argues Nara is contemporary art, belonging to the family of “strange figuration’,
citing examples such as Balthus, and Japanese expatriate painters in America in the 1920s
such as Yasuo Kuniyoshi and Toshio Shimizu, who she argues, reclaim ‘the importance of
personal emotion and pictorial influences outside the modern rationalist representation.’
(Matsui 2001. 168) The naive qualities of Nara’s work “enhances the style’s poetic

concentration and its capacity to incur the viewer’s imaginative projection.” (Matsui 2001,
168)

Murakami refers to Takehisa Yumeji, a very popular painter who is more often regarded as
an illustrator in Japanese art history. (Murakami 2001a, 135) Takehisa went through a
period. where unable to make ends meet, he tried to create a design studio, becoming a
full-time designer. He ended up designing hand towels, featuring mushrooms and floral
designs. which were "quite cute’ kitsch. (Murakami 2001a, 135) With reference to Nara
Yoshitomo. Sawaragi also refers to Takehisa.

This isn’t the first time characters have been popular in Japan. For example, the
hanging scrolls of Takahashi Yuichi, the women, sunflower goods, books, design
of Takehisa Yumeji etc, Japan has a PhD in character culture.
(Sawaragi 2001b, 96-103)

The extent of a barrier between commercial art and fine art in Japan, is raised by these

artists as a contested issue which has a long history dating back to the 19th century.

At the opening of his exhibition ‘Takashi Murakami: summon monsters? open door? heal?
or die?” at the Museum of Contemporary Art, Tokyo in 2001, Murakami staged a matsuri,
a traditional Japanese style party, a playoff between contemporary art and traditional
Japanese culture, drawing in folk art and crafts, making specially designed fans which
doubled as tickets for the exhibition, and various promotional goods such as traditional
happi coats, which were on sale, transforming the gallery shop into something more like a
typical onsen (hot spring) resort souvenir shop. In a conversation between Tsuji Nobuo and
Murakami published in Bijutsu Techd, Tsuji referring to this mixture of traditional craft
and fine art, questions whether plum and pine can interact in an allusion to the traditional
Japanese hierarchy of matsu, take, ume (pine, bamboo, plum), where matsu is the highest
and ume the lowest. Tsuji points to the difference between a matsuri and an art gallery
opening night, and likens it to the difference between plum (lowest) and pine (highest).

(Yagi 2001, 46-54) At the same time Tsuji argues that Japanese art originally made no
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clear distinction between painting and craft, and that the achievement of highly artistic
expression in both categories is a major characteristic of J apanese art. Although there was,
even in the Meiji era, an artistic hierarchy in J apan, between for example Kané painters
and pottery, Tsuji argues an intimate relationship between painting and craft was repressed
after the Western idea of fine art was imported in the late 19th century at the inception of
the modemnising. or Enlightening process brought about by the Meiji Restoration. The
often cited argument that the dichotomy of high and low in J apanese painting began when
the wholesale import of Western political and cultural institutions also resulted in the
creation of art (geijutsu, or bijutsu) for the Japanese participation at the World Exposition
held in Vienna in 1873, stated by Matsui for example, (Matsui 2001b, 47) is not wholly
convincing. Tsuji’s referencing of a Japanese hierarchical system predating this also

questions the impossibility of a deconstruction of a high low divide in Japan.

In the discussion between Jacques Derrida, Asada Akira and Karatani Kojin published in
The Asahi Journal. as “The Ultra Consumer society and the Role of the Intellectual,’
(Asada, Derrida & Karatani 1984, 6-14) Karatani stressed a firm hierarchy of rational
knowledge had not yet been established in Japan, and emphasized ‘the danger of
uncritically importing the philosophy of deconstruction or postmodernism, originally
vehicles for criticizing the modern Western rational subject.” (Matsui 1996b, 123)
Replving to the questioning of deconstruction as a viable method in Japan, Derrida points
out that,

contemporary Japan is not just made up of uniquely Japanese traditions., but it
should be expected that Western models have deep roots and these are integrated
into Japanese culture. (Derrida quoted in Ivy 1989, 41)

Derrida maintains that deconstruction is not a universal system and in some form can be

applied in Japan. (Asada, Derrida & Karatani 1984, 6-14)

In Derrida’s ‘Letter to a Japanese Friend’ written in 1983 in which he discusses the
possible translation of the word ‘deconstruction’ into Japanese with Izutsu Toshiko, he

states that,

in spite of appearances, deconstruction is neither an analysis nor a critiq-ue. and its
translation would have to take that into consideration. It is not an analysis in |
particular because the dismantling of a structure is not a regression toward a simple
element, toward an indissoluble origin. (Derrida quoted in Kamuf 1991, 273)
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The process of deconstruction involves the use of something neither inside nor outside the

structure, to show that the structure is constructed and not a truth.

It represents a decentring perhaps, and a collapse of binary oppsitions, in this case of art

and commodity or art and non-art.

Deconstruction must neither reframe nor dream of the pure and simple absence of
the frame. These two apparently contradictory gestures are the very ones — and they
are systematically indissociable — of what is here deconstructed. (Derrida 1987, 73)

The next section, through a close analysis of Murakami’s exhibition and concept of the

Super Flat, will attempt to identify the relation contemporary artists have with this process

and continue to examine how cuteness is used to its end.

Super Flat

In the Super Flat exhibition Murakami included works by the artists Itd Jakuchi, Kano
Sansetsu and Soga Shohaku, and again in the exhibition ‘Made in Japan’ at The Museum
of Fine Arts, Boston in 2001 Murakami exhibited his own works along side Soga Shohaku,
highlighting the key influence of art historian Tsuji Nobuo, and in particular his book Kisé
no keifu (the Lineage of eccentricity), in which he examines six artists from the Edo
period: Iwasa Matabei, Kano Sansetsu, It6 Jakuchil, Soga Shéhaku, Nagasawa Rosetsu,
and Utagawa Kuniyoshi, artists who had not received much critical attention prior to his
contextualization of their work. (Tsuji 1988) Tsuji argued their shared characteristic was
the production of ‘eccentric and fantastic’ images, and he wrote about the concept of
‘eccentricity’ as revolutionary in the understanding of post-war Japanese art history.
Murakami directly refers to Tsuji’s book and acknowledges its influence, for example in

(SCALI the Bathouse 1994, 49).

Important is how these artists ‘disrupt realistic representation and narrative continuity by
exaggerating the idiosyncrasies of individual lines and designs, applying ornamental
stylization and playfully distorting’. (Matsui 1999a, 23) There are negative and positive
functions of kiso.

The negative function gave rise to eccentric, grotesque, V.iole.nt and pomographlc
images that functioned as expressions of the Edo artists” ironic self-consciousness,
their deviations from classical beauty. The positive function produced playful,
popular expressions including parody. (Matsui 1999a, 29)

116



Matsui argues this aesthetic, identified by Tsuji and incorporated in Murakamj’s artwork,

bears a ‘fundamental resemblance to the rhetorical characteristics of postmodern

representation.’ (Matsui 1999a, 22)

In the *Super Flat Manifesto” Murakami extends the lineage described by Tsuji, to anime
and links it to his own concept of the Super Flat. ‘While praising them as the avant-garde
of their day, Tsuji implies a similarity to what he calls contemporary “manga and poster

art.”” (Murakami 2000b, 3)

It is particularly apparent in the arts that this sensibility has been flowing steadily
beneath the surface of Japanese history. Today, the sensibility is most present in
Japanese games and anime. (Murakami 2000, 5)
In his conversation with Tsuji published in Bijutsu Teché, Murakami suggests anime
director Mivazaki Hayao is of a higher level than many Japanese fine artists, and displays a
sense of the eccentric. Murakami draws particular attention to a scene at a public bath in
Miyazaki’s anime Spirited Away 2002, where a sliding screen, he argues, references

traditional Japanese fissuma-e (pictures on sliding screens). (Yagi 2001, 46-54)

Tsuji speaks of cuteness directly in his conversation with Murakami, when he identifies it
as a key characteristic of contemporary Japan, and acknowledges the popularity of the
word kawaii with young people. (Yagi 2001, 46-54) If China and Japan are like adult and
child. states Tsuji, there’s still a charm in a child’s painting. Acting like a child on purpose
is a rebellion, a defiance to becoming an adult, and yet children and adults can find the

same things fun, and for Tsuji that’s what Miyazaki is all about.

Tsuji has, in a number of his studies highlighted other, what he calls key characteristics of
the Japanese artistic spirit that have relevance for this study of cuteness and kitsch. The
term kazari, for example, which derives from 8th century poetry describing the delirious
effect of adorning the hair with flowers, can be translated as ‘will to decorate’, but also
includes notions of playfulness, humour and improvisation, (Matsui 1999a, 24) was the
subject of Tsuji’s study for the exhibition ‘Kazari: Decoration and Display in Japan: 15 -
19th Centuries’ at the Japan Society New York, the British Museum, and the Suntory
Museum in Tokyo in 2002. (Rousmaniere 2002a) Tsuji’s essay for the catalogue associates
kazari with celebrating life, and the pursuit of joy, and proposes the idea that playfulness is

an important underlying principle that emerges in every age through a variety of art forms.
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He refers to the childlike humour conveyed in the playful distortions of human and animal

forms that occur in oko-¢ (humorous drawings) dating from the 11th century, and argues

that oko-e 's playful spirit survives in post-war Japanese manga and animation. (Tsuji 1986,

2001) This playful element is also evident in Murakami’s work, Matsui, for example,
refers to Murakami's “total devotion to the impulse of play’ in Mr. DOB works such as

And then, and then and then and then. (Matsui 1996b, 125)

Murakami’s flowers get mixed up with the revered traditions of Japanese screen painting
in Cosmos 1998, (111.3-17) which was influenced by the composition characteristic of the
Momoyama period (late 16th century), which have a very ‘aggressive, exuberant quality,’
and several traditional Japanese works which dealt solely with flower motifs. (Murakami
quoted in Kelmachter 2002. 82) A screen by Ogata Kérin representing Irises was later,
redone in the Taish6 period (1912-26), by Hayami Gyoshi, who was inspired by this
screen to paint a version, taking poppies as his subject ‘to create something original within

the style of painting.” (Murakami quoted in Kelmachter 2002, 82)

The exhibition *Kaikaikiki’ in 2000, held in Issey Miyake’s Omotesandd store, was an
early materialization of Super Flat. (I11.3-18) A continuation of the 1999 spring/summer
collection in Milan. which Takazawa Naoki, designer for Issey Miyake Men, together with
Murakami. created "Pressed’ - a mix of art and fashion, based on ideas about the
relationship between clothes and people, and clothes and society, and how the Japanese
way of thinking about fashion often seems very different to Western ideas. The name
‘Kaikaikiki,” which came from Tsuji’s book Kisé no keifu, has a double edged meaning,
with specific references in Japanese history. One reading of the Chinese characters
conjures up images of a bloodthirsty group of bandits of the Sengoku period, and another,
the bright, colourful work of Kand Eitoku, a famous artist of the Momoyama period.
‘Kaikaikiki’ also has a very cute baby-like sound, and Murakami plays off this conflict in
sound and meaning, the sign and the signified, the surface of things, and an underlying
reality. (Murakami in Kelmachter 2002, 87) The Issey Miyake clothing, like a number of
the paintings in the Super Flat exhibition, featured cartoon images of the eyes, suggesting a
viewing from more than one position. Azuma has equated these paintings with the
postmodern because of this going beyond the traditional idea of perspective, and

Murakami compares Western European art, where creation of three dimensional space 1s
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extremely important, to Japanese art, which is “thoroughly flat’. Images constructed along

vertical and horizontal lines, reaching out toward each of the four corners of the square,

representing a decentring.

Rather than a Western view, ‘their approach to images is extremely Japanese, with single-
perspective painting never crossing their minds.”’ it is ‘an engagement with a visual sense

that wants resolutely to remain planar.” (Murakami 2000, 15)

That extreme planarity and distribution of power allowed the viewer to assemble an
image in their minds from the fragments they gathered scanning the image. This
movement of the gaze over an image is a key concept in my theory of the ‘super

flat’. (Murakami 2000b, 15)
In contrast to the Western classical technique of representation using ‘one-point’
perspective. the concept of Super Flat is based on ‘multiplicity of points’. A great number
of eyes look at the viewer in Jellyfish Eyes 2001. By drawing a large number of eyes ‘I
disturb the perspective, or rather, I diversify it’. (Murakami quoted in Kelmachter 2002, 5)

If we connected all those eyes to a video camera or computer, then, on the control
screen. we would be able to visualize another a reality that is completely different
from that of single-point perspective. And that is no doubt the visual reality of our
time. (Murakami quoted in Kelmachter 2002, 5)

Murakami highlights the rejection of the three dimensional view.

Contemporary Japanese manga and old master prints share a sharp sense of line,
both are extremely flat. It’s not like Snow White, where the backgrounds become
fuzzy to create a sense of distance. In these works everything is in focus.
(Murakami quoted in Griffin 2001, 188)

Murakami suggests ‘perhaps the true form of Japanese realism is no more than the flipside

of a complex toward the West.” (Murakami 2000, 117)

In the painting Zuzazazazaza 1994, (111.3-19) ‘zuzazazaza’ is the sound of a baseball player
sliding into base, as it would be written in manga, the stylized squirt is a direct reference to
Edo period graphic works, in ‘an attempt to elevate contemporary anime to the status of
canonical Japanese art. (Darling 2001, 68) Murakami suggests a direct line of historical
descent between the flatness of the prints of the famous 19th century artist Katsushika
Hokusai, and the 1970s television animation of Kanada Yoshinori. (I11.3-20) (Murakami
2000b, 8-25) From the end of the 1970s to the beginning of the 1980s Kanada Yoshinori

was the genius of special effects animation, in particular his explosions for the animated
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3-19. Murakami Takashi, 1994
Zuzazazazaza

Acrlic, silkscreen on canvas mounted on board
150x 170 cm
Collection Takahashi Ryutaro

o

3-20. Kanada Yoshinori, 1979
A scene from Galaxy Express 999
Directed by Rin Tard

Matsumoto Reiji/Toei animation
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movies Galaxy Express 999 1979. and Sayonara Galaxy Express 1988. Murakami states
his ‘fantastic journey in search of “super flatness” began with Yoshinori Kanada’s
animation.” (Murakami 2000b, 115) Particularly important in the works of Kanada is the

strange style of timing structure.

I do not think it is an overstatement to say that Yoshinori Kanada added a time axis
to his 2-D on-screen compositional skill to open the doors to an entirely new
paradigm in art history. Replication of the structure of ‘beauty’ he has constructed-
this 1s the concept behind my splash painting creation. (Murakami 2001a, 137)

Although extremely famous in the otaku world, he isn’t recognised in the Japanese art

scene or the world of art criticism.

Other splash paintings include Milk 1998, and Splash 2000, Aqua Blue Splash 1998, and
Green Milk 1998. which also conjure up the strong sexual element of 1960s Pop Art,
David Hockney's 4 Bigger Splash 1967 for example, a sexual excitement at a new age of
consumption, and the ‘money shot’ of contemporary pornography. A certain sexuality,
linked as well to the otaku subculture by Murakami, is an important aspect of the Super
Flat in its mixing of art, popular culture and subculture, and will be examined in chapter
4.In his essay ‘A Theory of Super Flat Japanese Art’, Murakami asserts the use of the
vertical. horizontal and diagonal axes in the composition, ‘the way that a picture controls
the speed of its observer’s gaze, the course of that gaze’s scan, and the subsequent control
of the information flow’, connecting the Super Flat to Tsuji’s concept of eccentricity.
(Murakami 2000b, 8-25)

All the eccentric artists shared a certain structural methodology, in which they

created surface images that erased interstices and thus made the observer aware of

the images’ extreme planarity. (Murakami 2000b, 9)
Murakami cites It6 Jakuchi’s Insects, Reptiles, and Amphibians by a Pond (The Colourful
Realm of Living Beings) 18th century (I11.3-21) as an example of this fragmented scanning
gaze which occurs as the viewer’s gaze zigzags over the cockerels until caught by the one
facing directly toward the viewer. (Murakami 200b, 9) Murakami repeats a similar effect
with his spiralling cosmos, in Kaikaikiki in Peach Paradise 2002 for example. (111.3-22)
Tsuji compares Itd’s composition to a computer made image, and while maintaining a

certain distance from Murakami’s concept, acknowledges the similarities to the Super Flat.

(Yagi 2001, 46-54)
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3-21. It6 Jakucht, 18th century

Insects, Reptiles, and Amphibians by a Pond (The Colourful Realm
of Living Beings)

Ink and colour on silk, no.12 of 30 hanging scrolls

142.5x79.4 cm

Museum of the Imperial Collection, Sannomaru Sh6zokan
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3-22. Murakami Takashi, 2002
Kaikaikiki in Peach Paradise (detail)
Acrylic on canvas mounted on board
160 x 350 x 5 cm

Galerie Emmanuel Perrotin, Paris
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While Tsuji refers to this spirit of formal innovation as existing in Japanese art prior to and
independent of its contact with Western theories of modernity, Matsui argues Murakami
transformed the cynical strategy of Neo-Pop into a unique theory of Japanese art by
revealing a significant ideological and aesthetic link between traditional Japanese painting

and anime.

Murakami has recently proposed the importance of anime and manga-derived
visual expression to our day as a correlative to the reality-defying works of artists

long ago. (Matsui 1999a, 24)
Murakami has developed a theory of Super Flat Japanese art, in which this legacy can be
seen to be resurrected in the post World War II rise of the J apanese cartoon cultures of
manga and anime. Murakami connects the stylistic affinities of anime and kisé. ‘His
ambition was to formulate a theory of Japanese Pop by uniting marginalized premodern
and postmodern vehicles of popular imagination.” (Matsui 2001b, 52) In this way there
appear to be two sides of Murakami, one is the ambiguity, simulation and kitsch, and the

other is the continuity he fosters with pre-modern painters.

Connections to the pre-modern have variously been made by a number of scholarly
investigations into the origins of manga, Susan Napier (Napier 2000, 21) and Shimizu Isao
for example. (Shimizu 2001, 137-151) Tsuji also traces the origins of manga to a number
of ancient artistic periods. (Tsuji 2001, 53-82) In the Edo period he argues artists were
humourists. like manga artists. Soga Shohaku, for example who humorously adapted
classical Chinese themes. This is art popularised for the masses. The word ‘manga’ was
originally used in the Edo period to suggest ‘random sketches.” (Tsuji 2001, 54) ‘Manga’
was then appropriated in the Meiji period as a translation for comic strip or cartoon, and
became an everyday word in the early Showa period (1926-89). John Lent traces the
origins of manga to the Tokugawa era (1630-1868), and to a type of humorous religious
cartooning called zenga (Zen pictures), and around the same time, Otsu-e (pictures from
Otsu). (Lent 1989, 221-242) Another precursor of manga often cited, including by Tsuji,
are the Choju jinbutsu giga (The Animals at Play scrolls) from around 1130-1150,
attributed to the monk known as Toba-sdjo. (Tsuji 2001, 53-82) They depict deities as
frogs, priests as monkeys, and nobles as rabbits, in scenes including farting contests, and
absurd wrestling matches. In 1999 Chiba City Museum of Art’s exhibition on the ‘origins
of anime’ continued a connection between manga and emaki (illustrated handscrolls of the

late Heian period), for example the Shigisan engi emaki (Miraculous tales of Mount Shigi)
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from around 1150. Highlighted were similarities in techniques used to connote a sense of

motion and the progression of time.

What becomes interesting, is less the various similarities between pre-modern and
contemporary sensibilities, and more why these connections to the pre-modern are being
made. Matsui argues that the combination of traditional and mass cultural motifs indicates

Murakami’s desire to

reinstate the radical self-reflexivity of Japan’s domestic pictorial culture, whose

characteristics are shared by the apparently separate practises of premodern

Japanese painting and postmodern comic animation. (Matsui 1999a, 21)
Sharon Kinsella argues that manga have been promoted as belonging to a long tradition of
illustrative narratives in Japan at various times in order to give manga more cultural
currency. protection against conservative government intervention and to counter claims
that manga were deviant. (Kinsella 2000) There is a strong argument though that it is a
way of shifting the focus from an emphasis on the influence of American culture. Azuma,
for example, states ‘the deepest psychosocial element beneath this tendency is the
(impossible) desire to deny the post-war American cultural influence.” (Azuma 2001, n.p.)
The idea that pre-modernity and postmodernity are directly connected in Japan is an issue
Azuma Hiroki’s raises in ‘Superflat Japanese Postmodernity’, a text that was originally
presented as a lecture at the MOCA gallery at the Pacific Design Center in April 2001.
(Azuma 2001) Azuma addresses the claim that manga and anime are a sort of cultural
successor of pre-modern Japanese tradition, and argues that Murakami’s argument, when
he draws a direct line from Kand Sansetsu to Kanada Yoshinori for example, is based on
the same premise. Azuma argues manga and anime culture should not be seen as a direct
successor of Japanese pre-modernity, but as a result of the recent ‘domestication’ of post-
war American culture, which was developing just at the same time with Japanese rapid
economical growth and the recovery of national self-confidence in 1950s and 1960s.
(Azuma 2001)

Their preference toward the association between the 1980s ppstmodern society and
the premodern Edo can be easily explained once you recognize the above- .
mentioned process of ‘domestication’ of the post-war American culture. I.n the mid-
80s, many Japanese were fascinated with their economical success and tried to
erase or forget their traumatic memory of the defeat in the World War 2. The
reevaluation of Edo culture is socially required in such an atmosphere.

(Azuma 2001, n.p.)

126



The erasure of this *traumatic memory’ is a key issue and will be examined in more detail

in chapter 6.

Postmodern works are created by deconstructing and reconstructing the preceding works or
re-reading them in a different way. In other words, Azuma argues, postmodern artists or
authors prefer dismantling the preceding works into some elements or fragments and
reassembling them repeatedly rather than expressing their own authorship or originality.

In this context, you can easily see the paradoxical position of this Exhibition
Superflat. Otaku culture is the result of Japanization of American pop culture.
However, Murakami intends here to bring it back to its origin, that is, re-
Americanize otaku culture, re-Americanize the J apanized American culture.
"Superflat’ is not an authentic successor of "pop’ but its hybrid, mixed, fake bastard.

(Azuma 2001, n.p.)
The subject of oraku and postmodernism is the subject of later books by Azuma,
Débutsuka suru posuto-modan (The animalization of the postmodern), (Azuma 2001b) and
M0j6 genron F kai: posutomodan, otaku, sekushuariti (Network discussion F inspection:

Postmodern, Otaku, Sexuality) (Azuma 2003), and will be examined further in chapter 4.
Nihonga

Murakami studied Nihonga for a Ph.D. from Tokyo National University of Fine Arts and
Music, and works such as And then and then and then and then and then 1996-1997 or 727
1996 (111.3-23) are painted in the Nihonga style. Murakami describes how he began
working within the Nihonga tradition, and for eleven years he trained and worked in this
way, (Kelmachter 2002, 72-105) and claims he was a dropout from the world of anime, so
he studied Nihonga to arm himself with technique, adding that most of the best students of
Nihonga went on to become video game designers. (Yagi 2001, 46-54)

Just as Mr. DOB comes from a complicated lineage that is at once celebrated as an
original Japanese cultural product — namely anime and manga, and a Wes‘gern
import, so does the practice of Nihonga raise issues qbout cultural autheqt1c1ty.
Nihonga’s bizarre marriage of ancient painting techmques anfi the latest in Western
approaches to form an institutionalized national style is c'on.trlved, to say the .leastz
but perfectly suited to Murakami’s concerns about colonialism and national identity.

(Darling 2001, 66)

The politics of Nihonga are diverse and complex. While on the one hand it can be argued

Nihonga’s ‘primary goal was to restore confidence in local traditions and to counter the
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3-23. Murakami Takashi, 1996

77
Acrylic on canvas mounted on board

300 x 450 cm
Collection David Tieger

3-24. Aida Makoto, 1995

Beautiful Flag (War Picture Returns)
Two-panel sliding screen, hinges, charcoal, self-made paint with medium

made from Japanese glue, acrylic
169 x 169 cm
Private Collection
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widespread adoption of Western modes by talented Meiji-period painters,’ (Rosenfield
2001, 163) Matsui refers to art historian Kitazawa Noriaki who claimed that Fenollosa’s
and Okakura’s invention of Nikonga was an Orientalist institutionalization of modern
Western aesthetic standards disguised as a domestic form. It is on the contrary, Matsui
argues, a conscious act of turning the colonial situation into an occasion to create a new

political identity, which Murakami’s contemporary practice updates. (Matsui 2001b, 53)

Acknowledging a “crisis of traditional Japanese painting’, Ernest Fenollosa, and Okakura
Tenshin urged the unification of traditional Japanese painting into a new style called

Nihonga,

in opposition to both Yéga and the old fashioned tendency to blindly preserve
traditional aspects of Japanese painting. They offered an alternative of innovating
within the Japanese tradition, reviving lost techniques of ancient painting as well as

incorporating the latest experiments of contemporary Western painting. (Matsui
2001b, 47)

Nihonga is not a unified school, and has evolved for over a century, divided into
competitive groups, Nihonga artists adopt many different styles, such as Ukiyo-e, ink
painting. Buddhist painting, working primarily on hanging scroll, screens, using traditional

painting materials such as silk, water-soluble pigments, and gold and silver leaf.

Nihonga has been sustained by the ‘Japanese people’s nostalgia for their traditional
culture.” (Rosenfield 2001, 190)

A few painters use easels, but most paint kneeling on fatami mats. Most rejected oil
paints, canvas, and Western print media, but some employed Western stylistic
elements — Art Nouveau, for example, or French Fauvism and German
Expressionism. As long as they remained within certain strict boundaries of
decorum of style and subject matter, Nihonga painters were free to experiment and
innovate widely. (Rosenfield 2001, 176)
Nihonga painters prefer motifs and attitudes drawn from the 10th century to the 14th
centuries. It continues to win government support and public affection, the very popular
1998 exhibition at Tokyo National Museum, for example. Prevailing expressions of
Japanese painting are ‘still polarized by the dichotomy of an uncritical reception of foreign
influences and a sentimental embracing of domestic traditions.’ (Matsui 2001b, 47) John

Rosenfield also makes this connection, when he writes of Nikonga’s ‘quasi official status

and its close connection with the imperial household.” (Rosenfield 2001, 172)
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A basic characteristic of Nihonga is ‘an aesthetic attitude of heightened sensitivity (even
enraptured) to nature, expressing intensely personal emotions through a highly coded

language of allusions to flowers, birds, animals and historical places and to the passage of

the seasons.” (Rosenfield 2001, 181)

Maybe. since the Meiji era, I think Nikonga and oil painting have been
fundamentally different. In Nikonga, from the Meiji era, looking at what it tries to
express. artists have been on a mission to express the Japanese spirit, the soul of
Japan. Japanese beauty. However, in the so called oil painting department, or
Western-style painting department, the artist wants to be richly sensitive, to be
popular with women, to paint individualistic paintings, to enjoy life, then to die,
just like Umehara Rytizaburd. There still remains something of such a tradition.
Hirayama Ikuo’s activities also, are for society and look bureaucratic. Mr.
Murakami’s works are also a bit bureaucratic, by that I mean working for society.
As for me. I'm not in the least like that. (Aida interview 2004)

Aida’s parodies of Nihonga uses images of schoolgirls and

by applving a smooth finish and aloof stylization - traditionally used in portraits of
beautiful women - to scandalous subject matters, or by deliberately adopting kitsch
coloring and deforming composition. (Matsui 1999, 11)

Rosenfield points out Nihonga’s ‘reluctance to depict disturbing contemporary realities,
directly or indirectly,” instead, he argues, it tended to create a ‘soothing, comfortable
iconography that avoided overt reference to conflict, tension, or criticism.” (Rosenfield

2001. 176)

Aida’s DOG series from 1989 to 1998, which depict young girls with amputated arms and
legs are painted in the style of Nihonga.

I didn’t draw this with the intent of commenting on modern Japanese society. There
are a number of stories like that. The most famous one, I’m not sure whether it’s
really true or not, is the two Japanese girls who went travelling in India. One went
missing, the other came home. After several years looking for her, .they found her
in a show hut, her hands and feet had been amputated, it’s a terrifying story. Maybe
it’s a made up story, but one comes across these kinds of stories often. It was in my

head at the time. (Aida interview 2004)

In my interview with Aida he states, with reference to his DOG series, the relation with

Nihonga.

For me Nihonga is, even today, a genre that sells at very higl} prices. I looked for a
way to make fun of it, not in order to destroy it, but becaus§ it was so over ;
protected. So I put that idea together with the story of the glrl.s. My painting metho
was a technique from the Taishd period. Today’s Nihonga pamtejrs.do not use such
methods. A strange, rougher style. The method was an anachronistic old way of
drawing, I thought let’s use a subject that was beyond old or new, something that
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definitely wouldn't be dealt with. It’s an expression of resistance to the Nihonga
genre. and in that work there’s not that much meaning in the fact of cutting the legs

off. (Aida interview 2004)
Aida suggests his use of Nihonga style is less an attack on Nihonga itself, and more a
criticism of conservative art institutions. As Sawa<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>