


culture including manga, anime, and fokusatsu (spe
effects).? Upon hearing these terms, readers more
iess familiar with Japanese popular culture may tt
of Astro Boy (Tetsuwan Atom), Hayao Miyazaki,
Godzilla (fig. 3.1). But Japanese Neo Pop is not a m
appropriation of the imagery of subculture—ani
. manga, and fokusatsu—into the realm of fine art. S
a simplistic interpretation unduly consigns t
Japanese phenomenon to a subcategory of Pop Ari
Its East Asian variation. | hope my discussion here
help clarify the cultural and critical meaning of Japan
Neo Pop and place it properly within the historical :
social contexts of postwar Japan.?

Let us begin by examining Japan'’s situation in
1960s, when the subculture that Japanese Neo F
has mined so productively first arose. The ea
1960s saw Japan struggle back to its economic &
political feet after the chaotic postwar years, with

nation’s goal shifting from recovery to rapid growth



Act. This was the key historical condi
stage for the uniquely Japanese aesthe
which has dismantled the hierarchy
subculture and leveled the playing ti
of expression.

While Japanese children bonded wi
an unparalleled scale by means of th
and homogenized media environment
gap between them and their parents
more profound—and far less bridge
experienced by any previous generati
as these children (that is, the “subcult
reached adulthood and became act
society, mainstream Japanese soci
curious eye of the mass media, began
criticize their appearances, behaviors, é
varied widely from the established norm

came to epitomize this contlict. Ofakt
home”—is derived from a habit of the ¢



ing individuals from their extended fan
consisted of many relatives and were ro
customs and traditions. Individuals mc
cities in search of jobs and rapidly for
families, whose smallest unit was the tria
Mom, and me.” Given the inhospitable ur
ment of Japan, where land was scarce ar
nuciear families had only two housi
to purchase land in the suburbs wher
afford a small house, or to live in danchi,
complexes,” usually consisting of mode:
buildings in which dwellings are partitic
grid. Families that chose the first optior
gxplosive increase in the postwar populati
greater metropolitan area. In these
husbands rose early to commute great di
the city center on packed commuter tra
by high mortgage payments stretching ¢
the future, they stayed late to work over:



generation, utterly alien to that of tl
doubt their rooms appeared ine)
creepy—to the eyes of the previous ge
had little passion for these subcultur
IS ironic that the mass media, whicl
youth as otaku and reported negatively
comprised the very men who sper
waking hours at work and abandone
home, If otaku represented a tran
isolated communication among aband
to their children, enthusiastic tor the
emerged in the postwar era of high e
then the men who found otaku so cre
unnerved by their very own wives ani

In 1995, the vague sense of repulsi
felt by mainstream society was validz
gas attack on the Tokyo subway, in v
weapon was released on trains crowt

with rush-hour commuters. This extra



time for Aum followers to unite and fig

to overcome the greatest challenge h
ever faced.

In this context, Aum's Sarin attack w
selt-tulfilling prophecy and a punish
Japanese populace, which went peacefi
business of life, oblivious to these (imag
intiltrations. After the Sarin attack
conducted an exhaustive search of Aum’s
near Mt. Fuji, which comprised several bu
satyam (derived from the Sanskrit satye
and arrested many followers and suspec
tors. ['he police uncovered a vast Sarin re
within the ostensible d6j6 (training site
and physical practices, such as meditati
In addition, they exposed a plot devised
radical wing to mass produce Sarin and
a remote-controlled helicopter in order
morally corrupt Tokyo residents.



traditional disembowelment. In the r
series of terrorist bombings hit d
President Nixon's suspension of the g
introduction of fluctuating currency
orovoked the “dollar shock,” and the
crisis precipitated the “oil shock,” whi
spiraling inflation.” These events sg
doubt that the promised bright fu
arrive. These years also saw envir
nlague the whole nation, with city ¢
advised against outdoor exercise
pollution. A new kind of pessimisr
even among children.

In 1973, as Japanese society fol
spread despondence, the science-tic
Komatsu published the novel Japan <
botsu). In this novel, far from achievi

the entire Japanese archipelago sink
the sea in the wake of mammoth ¢



fitings of the sixteenth-century rFrench astrologist
to incorporate elements of science
fiction and mystery, and became widely popular. His
prophesy, “In the seventh month of the year 1999, the
Great King of Fright will come from the sky and
Wwmanity will perish,” was entirely without scientific
;'-f'-”i"ﬂrt"'g'ivan the tenor of the time, elementary- and
niddle-school children secretly began anticipating
that the world would end during their lifetimes, and
ived in terror of this apparent fate.

;

Against this historical and social backdrop, a sub-
sulture landmark emerged: Space Battleship Yamato,
first broadcast in 1974 (and broadcast in the U.S. as
Star Blazers; fig. 3.2, pl. 27). This televised anime
series gained the overwhelming endorsement of what
would be called the subculture generation. It is almost
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Figure 3.3

Downtown Tokyo after the U.S. firebombing

of March 10, 1945

PAUAKEBKER(1945F 38 10H) 2 DFER
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Earth’s survivors hope to plan for the purification and
recovery of their radiation-polluted planet.

In all its absurdity, what is significant about Yamato
I not so much the unreal fantasy it paints in typical
science-fiction fashion, but the setting inescapably
reminiscent of the Pacific War between Japan and
the U.S. Beleaguered survivors eking out their
existence in an underground metropolis conjures up
a picture of Japanese citizens crouched in bomb
shelters, desperately waiting for air raids to end.
Aboveground, a civilization burned to ashes closely
resembles the image of Tokyo after the massive
firebombing by American B-29s (fig. 3.3). An earth
transformed into uninhabitable ruins by nuclear
weapons dropped by an alien race directly points to
Hiroshima and Nagasaki (fig. 3.4, pl. 6). And through-
out the story, characters who are driven into

- life-or-death predicaments often abruptly carry out
suiciaal attacks. Furthermore, endangered earthlings
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weapons (fig. 3.6, pl. 18). Another memorable
example is the TV anime series Neon Genesis
Evangelion, introduced in 1995, the year of Aum’s Sarin
.iﬂtﬂﬂk, which went on to become a record-breaking hit
“in the anime world (fig. 3.7, pl. 33). In Evangelion, the
fourteen-year-old protagonists, endowed with unique
powers, are called into duty—much like schoolchildren
mobilized to labor at factories during World War Il—and
I forced into nearly suicidal attacks against the uniden-
tified invading enemies called Shito (or “Apostles”)
in Japanese (and Angels in English). The list of exam-
ples goes on and on, but the important point is that
while the postwar subculture that proliferated from

| the 1960s onward drew its narrative inspiration from
the Pacific War, Japanese art from the same period
rarely addressed this topic. Not that Japanese art never
'iitﬂfkieci the subject of war. Quite the contrary: during
“the Pacific War, the ongoing conflict was made an
explicit theme of painting. This epoch-making genre
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remains unwritten.

In the world of subculture, however, things were
entirely ditferent. Most notably, the illustrator Shigeru
Komatsuzaki was renowned in postwar years for
his drawings related to World War Il, which
embellished the boxes of model kits. His depictions
of battle scenes as well as weaponry, battleships,
and tanks established a visual vocabulary of war
Eﬁﬁinung children (fig. 3.9, pl. 26). Prior to the defeat,
Komatsuzaki was the best-selling illustrator of his
%ﬁiﬁ:'e,_ contributing his powerful war images to such
‘magazines as Shonen kurabu (Boys club) and Kikaika
;.i_ﬂ&.c-hanizatinn}. Throughout his life, he proudly
remembered the praise heaped upon his painting, This
One Blow, by none other than Fujita, the foremost
master of the genre. This painting, which depicted
Zeros in an air battle, was included in an Army's Art
Exhibition in 1942. Leiji (Reiji) Matsumoto, the creator
‘of Yamato, was greatly influenced by Komatsuzaki’s
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trafficked in an image almost inconceivable for
children’s programming in the only country that had
ever suffered atomic bombing, Japanese children
:. agerly awaited its weekly installments—and its mush-
‘room cloud. In a sense, it may be argued that Murakami
has attempted to create “defeat record painting”
(haisen kiroku-ga), ironically commenting on a post-
war Japan that is oblivious to its wartime history and
has become Superflat, so to speak, with no clear
“boundary between high art and subculture—which are,
in fact, intricately entwined.

. It then follows that, as absurd and preposterous as
they may seem, the narratives favored by otaku are
strewn with fragments of the distorted history of Japan.
Similarly, the Superflat expressions of Japanese Neo
: Pop, which varyingly adapt these otaku narratives,
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Figure 3.12

Makoto Aida

A Picture of an Air Raid on New York City
(War Picture Returns)

#E28 2 M (S BRETURNS)

1996

Mixed media on six-panel sliding screens
169 x 378 cm

CG work: Mutsuo Matsuhashi

Collection of Ryatard Takahashi

Courtesy of the artist and Mizuma Art Gallery, Tokyo

Figure 3.13

Katsushige Nakahashi

ZERO Project #601-1XX
2003

Approx. 25,000 c-prints

Dimensions variable
Courtesy Kodama Gallery, Osaka and Tokyo
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1/3.5 Scale model: Bome (Kaiydodd)
S.M.Pko? supporter: Miyawaki Shiichi (Kaiydodd) to re:
Mechanical design supporter:

Item Entertainment not h
Finishing of work: Kaikai Kiki Co., Ltd. conul

Courtesy Blum & Poe, Los Angelas
& 18988 Takashi Murakami/Maka: Kiki Ca,, Ltd, All Rights Reserved.
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buying in the 1980s. It is no surprise, then, that the
pubble suddenly burst in the early 1990s, as the Cold
;-_"r-ﬂrder Itselt collapsed.

- The generation of ofaku and Japanese Neo Pop
came of age in the aftermath of the demise of the
New Left, when Japan’s “self-withdrawal” was rein-
forced politically, economically, and militarily. To this
generation, everything about war—the war Japan had
‘waged, the proxy wars fought in neighboring Asian
‘nations, and even Japan’s own military (the so-called
?&&ﬁﬁ-ﬂefﬂnse Forces)—was fiction; as such, it was
tr for their pastime fantasies of manga and anime.
This may explain why Japanese subculture has often
reveled in an obsessive fondness for military weaponry,
_engaging contently with this subject as fantasy while
making no connection to its importance in the real-
life issues of history and politics. Granted, the views
presented in subculture may appear extremely right-
wing, nationalistic, or militaristic. But the more



legitimate political consciousness. Ins
been transformed into the monstrous c.
apocalyptic delusions depicted in the
manga and anime. [ hese images besy
psychological repression. What is repr
maintains the potential to force itself ou
whenever and wherever it finds the sli
Japan’s subculture must be understood
ambivalent urges, vacillating betwee

escape from historical self-withdrawal a

By exploiting the creepy imagination

which has spawned monsters, aliens
supernatural wars—the generatior
Japanese Neo Pop has re-imagined .
distorted history, which the nation ch
at the very beginning of its postwar lif



0f the LCold War. It we tind anything

the work of Japanese Neo Pop that goe
simplistic label of Far Eastern Pop Art,
sober acknowledgement of Japa
history. The true achievement of J:
Pop, then, is that it gives form to the

haunts Japan—by reassembl
of history accumulated in otaku’s pr
and liberating them from their confin
imaginary reality through a critical recc
subculture. In doing so, these artists ha
*-t'h‘ﬂ delusional path of resorting tc
Aum; instead, they have found a way ou

niversal means of art, transterring the

the battlefield that is art history. In essen
Neo Pop, as exemplified by the wor
Murakami among others, visualizes tt
gistortion of Japan for the eyes of the w



Emperor Hirohito accepted the Potsdam D

nation surrendered unconditionally. In contra
ous origin, the end of the period remains a po
contend that the postwar era ended in 1951

government signed the San Francisco Pe
announced the conclusion of the U.S. occups
rapid economic growth of the late 1950s and 1
the hosting of the 1964 Tokyo Olympics in par
its end. Others think that it ended in 1989 with t
who was succeeded by his son, the reigning ¢

others insist that the postwar period will ne
Japanese Constitution, enacted soon after th
amended. Personally, | believe that the p

continue as long as Japan is bound by the L
Treaty, signed concurrently with the San Frant
the U.S. to maintain independent military bas
other words, it is my opinion that the pos:
began in 1945, continues to this day.

4. Japan was awarded the 1940 Summer G
subsequently cancelled due to the country's 2

5. There is a significant difference betwee
hiragana and in katakana. (This distinction
easily into English.) Hiragana (cursive sylla
(angular syllabary), syllabic scripts (similar to a
in the ninth century, carry significantly diffe
Japanese written language. Hiragana was oric
“women's hand” {onnade), an alternative to the
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ported as something “cool,” and the concept is i
"ﬂu{tum of value" supposedly legitimized in
cess that may amount to a cultural laundering

H*aﬁ Kotani, “Otakuin wa otakuia no yume o mit
‘dreamed of otaqueer], in Amijo genron F-kai: Posu
sekushuariti [Netlike discourse F, revised: Posf
- sexuality], ed. Hiroki Azuma (Tokyo: Seidosha, 20

E‘ﬁ’m suspension ot the gold standard in August 19
..ifﬁhﬂ abolishment of the fixed dollar-yen excha
id long kept the value of the yen low, thus ben

{ﬁp&ﬂs The drastic increase in oil prices anc

maiy by OPEC in October 1973 further acceler:
Japan, and caused economic panic.



