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BEYOND CUTE
BY JANET KOPLCS

THIS BOOK WAS wr i t ten for  me-or
those l ike me who wish they bet-
ter  knew the ins and outs of  the
Japanese ar t  wor ld of  the last  20
years.  The surpr ise,  however,  is  that
i t 's  wr i t ten by an Engl ish socio lo-
g is t  who l ives and teaches in France.
Adr ian Favel l  sees h is  profession
as an advantage.  He notes in  the
acknowledgments sect ion,  for  exam-
ple,  that  h is  f ive-year  research pro ject
was nonhierarchical :  he in terv iewed
everyone f rom gal lery assis tants to
museum di rectors.  His emphasis is  on
context ,  a l though ar t  objects them-
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selves are not  over looked.  That 's
an in terest ing approach,  s ince most
Jaoanese ins iders have been re la-
t i ve l y  c l ose -mou thed .  E i t he r  t he re
has been a change in recent  years or
Favel l  is  par t icu lar ly  adept  at  drawing
people out-or  at  reading between
the  l i nes .

The book,  he concedes,  is  an in ter-
pretat ion.  Based on my exper ience
l iv ing in  Japan in the '1980s,  l 'd  say
that  h is  v iew of  Japanese th ink ing and
pract ice is  fa i r ly  re l iab le,  but  i t 's  best
to read skeptically. Favell writes in a
conversat ional  s ty le,  not  an academic
one,  yet  he seems dr iven to use every
bi t  o f  the mater ia l  he 's  gathered,
pour ing on numerous Japanese terms
and vast  quant i t ies of  names,  some of
which could have bet ter  aooeared in
footnotes ( there are nonel) .

Those  comp la in t s  no ted ,  t he
au tho r  c l ea r l y  knows  wha t  he ' s  t a l k -
ing about .  Moreover,  he conveys a
sense  o f  i n tense  conce rn ,  even  i f  he
repeats a few common mistakes,
such  as  ca l l i ng  Fumio  Nan jo  "a rgu -
ab l y  t he  mos t  power fu l  name  in  t he
Jaoanese  a r two r l d "  ( i t  sounds  l i ke
an i tem on an ARTnews l is t ) .  He is
more accurate when he goes on to
say  tha t  t he  cu ra to r /museum d i rec -
to r  i s  "one  o f  t he  ve ry  f ew  g loba l l y
recogn i zed  names  f rom Japan . "
(Nan jo ' s  Wes te rn  l anguage  sk i l l s  a re
oart  of  the reason.)  Favel l  contends
tha t  Japanese  work  shou ldn ' t  be
igno red  j us t  because  a l l  t he  money
i s  i n  Ch ina  now;  ra the r ,  he  asse r t s ,
Japan  can  be  a  mode l  o f  a r t ' s  su r -
v i va l  i n  d i f f i cu l t  t imes .

He  opens  w i th  Takash i  Murakami ,
desc r i b i ng  the  a r t i s t ' s  excep t i ona l
ab i l i t y -and  consuming  des i re - to
o rgan i ze  and  pub l i c i ze .  "He  had
been  temp ted , "  Fave l l  w r i t es ,  "by
the  ro le  o f  imo resa r i o  and  s ta r -
maker:  the power he could exerc ise
by  p luck ing  unknown  young  a r t i s t s
ou t  o f  schoo l  f o r  h i s  company  and
p roduc t i ons . "  Among  Murakami ' s
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subs id ia ry  en te rp r i ses  a re  Ka i ka i
K i k i ,  a  f i rm  tha t  p romo tes  emerg -
i ng  a r t i s t s ,  mos t l y  young  women ;
and  Ge isa i ,  an  a r t  f a i r  f o r  ama teu rs ,
wh i ch  he  pa r l ayed  i n to  a  mu l t i -
m i l l i on -do l l a r  ope ra t i on  f o r  a  f ew
yea rs .  Some reade rs  w i l l  . g r i t  t he i r
t ee th  and  mu t te r  t ha t  Japanese  a r t
i s  more  than  Murakami .  Bu t  Fave l l
soon  ge ts  t he re .

He br ings in  Yoshi tomo Nara,  whom
he t reats somewhat  more warmly-or
at least he notes that other observ-
ers consider  Nara more genuine.
Favel l  has h is  doubts.  He repeatedly
ment ions that  Nara,  famous for  h is
paint ings of  malevolent  l i t t le  g i r ls ,  is
past  50 now. (Nara h imsel f ,  speaking
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IN BRIEF

Experimental Arts in Postwar
Japan:  Moments  o f  Encounter ,
Engagement ,  and Imag ined Beturn ,
by  Mi ryam Sas,  Cambr idge,  Mass . ,
Harvard University Asia Center, 2011;
300 pages, $39.95 hardcover.

Survey ing  the  1960s to  the  ear ly
1980s,  Sas ,  a  p ro fessor  o f  com-
parative l i terature at the University
of Cali fornia, Berkeley, discusses
Japanese exper imenta l  a r ts  in  l igh t
of contemporary cri t ical theory.
Topics include underground theater,
exper imenta l  f i lm and v ideo,  Butoh
dance and photography.

Bye Bye Kitty!! !  Between Heaven
and He l l  in  Contemporary  Japanese
Art, by David El l iott  and Tetsuya
Ozaki, New Haven, Yale University
Press ,  2011;  136 pages,  $35
paperDacK.

Th is  ca ta logue fo r  the  2011 exh ib i -
t ion El l iott  curated at New York's
As ia  soc ie ty  surveys  l5  a r t i s ts ,
age 27-45, who together reveal his
w ide- rang ing  v iew o f  the  contempo-
rary  Japanese ar t  scene-one tha t
emphas izes  subt le  i rony  and sub-
versive techniques over lhe kawaii ,
or "cute," esthetic advocated by
Takash i  Murakami .
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Manga and the Representation
of Japanese History, edited by
Roman Rosenbaum,  London,
Routledge, 2012, 276 pages,
$1 35 hardcover.

Cont r ibu tors  examine manga
from the perspectives of l i terary
s tud ies ,  po l i t i cs ,  h is to ry ,  semio t ics
and o ther  d isc ip l ines ,  a lways
with an eye to i ts astonishing
pos twar  popu lar i t y  and i t s  ab i l i t y
to  re imag ine  h is to ry  and make the
fantastic seem real.

Yosh i tomo Nara :  The Comple te
Works, Yoshitomo Nara, San
Franc isco ,  Chron ic le  Books ,  2011;
816 pages, $250 hardcover.

Comprising two 400-page volumes
bound in fabric bearing designs by
the art ist,  this midcareer catalogue
ralsonn6 encompasses more than
4,500 pa in t ings ,  d rawings ,  p r in ts ,

scu lp tu res  and photographs ,  as
well  as texts by Nara himself,
writer Banana Yoshimoto, art ists
Takash i  Murakami  and H i rosh i
Sug i to ,  and c r i t i c  Midor i  Matsu i .

at  the Japan Society in  New York a
decade ago,  was quick to c i te  h is  age
and emphasize that  he is  not  par t  of
Ihe otaku fasocial nerd] generation
that  Murakami mir rors;  he was inf lu-
enced instead by ear l ier  manga and
anime.)  Nara 's  popular i ty  s tar ted wi th
his  books,  and he developed a fan
base of  vo lunteers who contr ibuted
to h is  insta l la t ions-something that
strikes Favell as exploitative.

The th i rd 1990s star  in t roduced is
Mar iko Mor i ,  whom Favel l  recerves
wi th even more ambivalence than
he does Murakami and Nara.  Of  her
breakthrough photographs he wr i tes:

There was costume play, transformed iden-
iity, elements of performance and weird
sex tourism, as well as the self-conscious
'neo-pop'  ref lect ion on Japanese cul ture.
It was work that exposed openly the male
gaze and sex dr ive .  .  .  behind the ( l imi ted)
appreciation of much Japanese contempo-
rary arI, as well as capturing the mid-l990s
'post-human'  moment.

The author  considers th is  work
one-dimensional  and g ives Mor i  l i t t le
credi t ,  s ince she is  par t  of  one of  the
r ichest  fami l ies in  Japan and could
af ford very h igh product ion values
f rom the  beg inn ing .  Mor i ' s  i nc reas -
ingly  complex pro jects and her  shi f t
toward spi r i tua l ism-phony or  hal f -
baked in Favel l 's  v iew-he t reats as
contr ibut ing to a re lat ive ly  rapid ar t is-
t i c  dec l i ne ,  and  he  d i sposes  o f  he r  i n
i , , ^ +  ^  f ^ . . ,  ^ ^ ^ ^ ^
l u D L  d  r v v v  p d g s D .

FAVELL DESCRIBES government
attempts to capitalize on these three
global art celebrit ies to promote a "Neo-
Tokyo" or  "Cool  Japan" image that
might attract tourisis and thus bolster
the damaged Japanese economy of the
'90s. That's believable, but he then goes
on to c la im-based on mind-readlng,
apparently-that the bureaucrats
involved were themselves "secret otaku"
(presumably sharing an obsessive taste
for cartoons, pop culture, toys and
images of young girls at once coy and
lascivious). He cites a widespread "con-
tempt for America and an underlying
nationalist resentment of the West"-a
sweeping judgment that he does not
support with evidence. At other points,
he describes the tVew York Times as
having a "serial obsession with all that
is cool in Tokyo" and claims that the
Japan Society "kept sending an end-
less stream of over-excited American
journalists paid to go and write about
the secrets of the creative new Japan."



THE GOVERNMENT SOUGHT
TO PROMOTE A "NEO-TOKYO''
OR "COOL JAPAN'' IMAGE
THAT MIGHT ATTRACT
TOURISTS AND THUS
BOLSTER THE DAMAGED
ECONOMY OF THE '90S.

Language  l i ke  t h i s ,  l i ve l y  and
en te r ta in ing  as  i t  i s ,  p rovokes  one
to ask how Favel l  knows.  (Was he
on  s im i l a r  p ress  j unke ts?  D id  he
d i scuss  U .S . - Japanese  re la t i ons  i n
Sh in juku  ba rs? )  Or  i t  comes  ac ross
as  i n tended  to  show h i s  own  h io -
ness  and  i ns ide r  know ledge ,  and  i s
o f f - pu t t i ng .  The  s to r i es  a re  g rea t ,
w i t h  a  you -a re - the re  qua l i t y ,  bu t  t he
f reewhee l i ng  s t y l e  has  a l so  go t ten
the  au tho r  i n to  t r oub le .  Na ra  sen t
a  l ong  l i s t  o f  ob jec t i ons  t o  Fave l l ' s
b log  on  the  Japanese  s i t e  ART |T ,
and  Fave l l  subsequen t l y  pub l i shed

a  dozen  o r  so  c l a r i f i ca t i ons  and
co r rec t i ons ;  one  l oose  cha rac te r -
i za t i on  i n  t he  book ,  he  admi t s ,  was
"a  t h rowaway  remark  t ha t  shou ld
be  removed . "

Favel l  tends to wr i te ,  especia l ly
at  the beginning of  h is  text ,  as i f
noth ing happened before 1990.
O the r  t han  men t i on ing  the  con -
t i nu ing  v i s i b i l i t y  o f  Yayo i  Kusama

and Yoko Ono,  and not ing that
an o lder  generat ion of  ar t  s tars
such as Tadanor i  Yokoo were a l l
g raph i c  des igne rs ,  he  rea l l y  does
not  account  for  the movements
and  i deo log ies  t ha t  p receded  the
last  two decades.  Yet  i t 's  hard ly
the case that  in terest ing ar t is ts
emerqed out  of  nowhere in  1990-
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2011 .  I ns tead ,  as  he  exp la ins  i t ,  t he
economic boom of  the '80s led,
desp i t e  an  i n te rven ing  c rash ,  t o  a
cu l t u ra l  boom in  t he  ' 90s ,  a  c rea t i ve
ferment  "dr iven by a generat ion
who  g rew  up  i n  t he  bubb le ,  bu t
who now found thei r  creat iv i ty  l iber-
ated by the post-Bubble chaos."  He
comoares the envi ronment  to Par is
and  Be r l i n  i n  t he  ' 2Os  and  Ca l i f o rn ia
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i n  t h e  ' 6 0 s ,  

a  f a i r l y  g r a n d i o s e  c l a i m .
Here  is  how he evokes  the  s t ress  tha t
t h e  a r t i s t s  e n d u r e d :

The exper ience o f  coming o f  age around
1995 and a f te r  was  no th ing  shor t  o f
d  j sas t rous .  They  le f t  schoo l  o r  un iver -
s i ty  to  a  wor ld  in  economic  shock .  The
oppor tun i t ies  had dr ied  up .  No one was
h i r i n g .  T h e  w i l d  a m b i t i o n s  o f  8 O s  J a p a n
had a l l  d isaooeared.

Favel l  focuses on a group of  s tu-
dents who at tended Tokyo Nat ional
Univers i ty  of  F ine Ar ts  and Music,
the country 's  most  prest ig ious ar t
school ,  in  the la te '80s.  He says that
thei r  dynamism was born of  f rust ra-
t ion:  "pract ica l ly  no contemporary
gal ler is ts  fwere]  wi l l ing to nur ture
new ar t is ts ,  and at  that  point  in  t ime,
v i r tual ly  no ar t  museums [were]  show-
ing in ternat ional  contemporary ar I . "
That  may be a compla int  of  the era 's
youth,  but  l 'd  ca l l  i t  a  gross exag-
gerat ion.  These ( then)  young people,
mos t  o f  t hem members  o f  The  Group
1965  (named  a f t e r  t he  yea r  o f  t he i r
b i r th) ,  o f fer  several  d is t inct  a l terna-
t ives to Murakami,  who is  just  three
years o lder .  Thei r  lesser  fame is  due
pr imar i ly  to  thei r  work 's  lack of  a
s ing le  b randab le  s t y l e .  Un fo r tuna te l y ,
that  makes i t  hard to keep them
s t ra igh t  i n  t he  d i scuss ion ,  and  the
i l lust rat ions-most ly  b lack-and-whi te
snapshots of  the people,  except  for  a
16-page color  s ignature of  ar tworks
in the center  of  the book-do not
ove rcome tha t  l i ab i l i t y .  Bu t  t hen ,  t h i s
i sn ' t  ma in l y  abou t  t he  a r t .

Among these interest ing f igures is
Masato Nakamura,  who has organized
var ious sor ts  of  socia l  in tervent ions-
f rom publ ic  per formances to nonprof i t
ar t  centers-as a means of  chanoino
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society.  Another  is  Tsuyoshi  Ozawa,
whose ser ies have inc luded boxes
func i i on ing  as  m in i  wh i t e - cube  ga l l e r -
i es ,  hung  i n  pub l i c  spaces  o r  wo rn  as
backpacks;  photographs or  drawings
of  the endear ing l i t t le  s tatues of  the
bodhisat tva J izo found in numerous
locat ions;  and a Soy Sauce Museum
of masterp ieces reproduced in the
namesake  cond imen t .

At  the heart  of  Favel l 's  argument  is
Makoto Aida,  who he says was,  by
popu la r  consensus ,  t he  mos t  impor -
tant  Japanese ar t is t  o f  the '90s.  But
Aida 's  dealer ,  who ins is ted on repre-
sent ing h im exclus ively ,  was re luctant
to sel l  h is  work in  the West ,  which
may make some future ret rospect ive
easier  to  organize and expla in but
severely  l imi ted the ar t is t 's  in terna-
t i ona l  r ecogn i t i on .  A ida  may  be  bes t
remembered in New York for  h is
huge paint ing of  Japanese warplanes
ci rc l ing over  Manhat tan,  which was
shown at  the Whi tney Museum in
2003 .  Mock ing  h i s  na t i on ' s  sex i sm,
Aida once proposed " to solve future
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global  food shor tage by promot ing a
l ine of  min iature edib le ar t i f ic ia l  g i r ls
that  would be served as Japanese
cu l i na ry  de l i cac ies . "

The book recounts,  among other
top i cs ,  t he  Mor i  Museum 's  2001  h i r -
ing of  the f i rs t  fore ign d i rector  of
a  ma jo r  Japanese  museum,  Dav id
El l io t t -a surpr is ing at tempt at  in ter-
nat ional izat ion.  Favel l  a lso addresses
the Yokohama Tr iennale,  a la te ef for t
i n  t he  g loba l  game,  hobb led  by
Japanese  po l i t i c s  s i nce  i t s  i naugu -
ra t i on  i n  2001 ;  Tokyo ' s  Museum o f
Con tempora ry  A r t ,  f ounded  i n  1995 ,
which suf fers even more d i rect  in ter-
ference by the Tokyo government ;
t he  su rp lus  o f  s ta rch i t ec t -des igned
museums  w i th  i nexpe r i enced  s ta f f
and  no  co l l ec t i ons ;  and  c i v i c - sp i r i t ed
ef for ts  by developer,  gal ler is t  and
publ ic  ar t  impresar io Fram Ki tagawa
"to br ing ar t ,  v is i tors and invest-
men t "  back  to  a  dec l i n i ng  reg ion  and
reconnect  oeoole wi th nature in  the
Echigo-Tsumar i  Ar t  Tr iennale.  He a lso
takes up the youngest  generat ion of

successfu l  Japanese ar t is ts ,  exempl i -
f ied by the v ideo-maker Tabaimo (b.
1 0 7 6 \  r a r h n  r o n r o c o n t o d  I n n n n  n +  + h nt J r  a J ,  u v t  r v  r a v r g o 9 r  r L a u  u q v 4 l  |  4 L  L l l v

2011 Venice Biennale.  Favel l  c la ims
that  ar t is ts  born af ter  the ear ly  1970s,
"the zero zero generation," are more at
ease wi th the wor ld and have a " less
anguished re lat ionship wi th nat ional
cul ture and ident i ty  than o lder  genera-
tions." More provocatively, he says
they have in i t ia ted a feminizat ion of  the
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One can  eas i l y  a rgue  w i th  Fave l l ' s
asser t ion that  " Ihe sta leness of  the
Western v is ion of  Japanese contem-
porary ar t  was a l ready apparent  .  .  .
[ in ]  .  .  .  the recycl ing of  Nara 's  great-
est  h i ts  at  lNew York 's l  Asia Society
i n  t he  Au tumn  o f  2010 , "  a  r i d i cu lous
asser t ion devalu ing a ret rospect ive of
s i gn i f i can t  wo rk  l i t t l e  seen  i n  t he  U .S .
He may be more just i f ied in  accus-
ing Murakami of  h imsel f  in fant i l iz ing

l a n a n a a a  n '  ' l * ,  ' " n  ^  ^ h ^ . ^ ^  + h ^  ^ r +
u o P o r  r v D E  u u r L u t v - d  u t  t d t v v  U  t v  d t  L -

is t  has repeatedly leveled against  the
West ,  even using i t  as grounds for  the
specia l -p leading "L i t t le  Boy" exhib i -
t ion he curated for  the Japan Society
in New York in  2005.  Elsewhere,
Favel l  wr i tes,  regarding Kusama and
Murakami :  " the ar twork-as-branding
blurred the l ine between ar t  exper i -
ence and commerce,  and might
cheapen the exper ience of  ar t .  l t  was
never c lear  the audience could te l l  the
di f ference."  But  here he is  apply ing a
Western at t i tude toward ar t  and busi -
ness not  shared in Japan.

Favel l  ends by not ing that  Japan's
"d igni f ied and calm response to
the terr ib le catastrophes of  2011
fear thquake and nuclear  mel tdown]
demonstrated i ts  res i l lence in adver-
s i ty . "  This ,  he c la ims,  may "of fer  a
much bet ter  guide to the uncer ta int ies
and f ragi l i t ies of  the 21st  century than
the rampant ,  unsusta inable v is ions
of  g lobal izat ion that  drove the last
two previous decades."  There is  real
sense in th is  and many other  Favel l
aperqus.  For  a l l  i ts  arguable judg-
ments and asser t ions,  h is  volume is
a wonderfu l  addi t ion to the Japanese
art  bookshel f .  o

-
JANET KOPLOS is  tNe
author of Contemporary
J apanese Scu I  ptu re (Abbevi l le,
1991 )  and  coau tho r ,  w i t h  B ruce
lvletcalf, of Makers: A Histar,
of American Studio Craft
(Univers i ty  of  North Carol ina
P r e s s , 2 0 1 0 ) .


