After the Goldrush

Japan’s new post-bubble art and why it matters
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AS FAR as the Western public is concerned, Japanese contemporary art still stands for all
things kawaii. Recent shows in Barcelona, Los Angeles, and Copenhagen, following
others in Paris and New York, have offered further samplings of new young Japanese art
under this perennial heading." Japanese contemporary art is seen as part of a globally
successful Japanese pop culture of anime, manga, toys, video games and street fashion,
fitting comfortably with governmental policies promoting this same touristic image of

Japan to foreigners. It was, in fact, Japan’s current prime minister Taro Aso who as

!i.e.: ‘Kawaii! Japan now’, programme of five solo shows by emerging Japanese artists, Fundacié Joan

Mird, Barcelona, 21 Sep 2007-20 Jul 2008; “Just Love Me (Kawaii Kills)’, Royal/T, Culver City, LA, 12
Apr-25 Aug 2008; and ‘Manga! Japanske Billeder’, Louisiana Museum of Modern Art, Humblebak,
Copenhagen, 8 Oct 2008-8 Feb 2009. The paradigm was undoubtedly set by Takashi Murakami’s
influential curated shows, i.e., ‘Kawaii! Vacances d’été’, Fondation Cartier, Paris, 2002, and “Little Boy:
The Art of Japan’s Exploding Subculture’, Japan Society, New York, 2005.


http://www.adrianfavell.com/

foreign minister first trumpeted these policies about “cool Japan” and “soft power”,
holding out a friendly hand to the otaku of Akihabara as a “national wonder”.*
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This image of Japan is not at all the impression given by The Echo, a fresh
sampling of some of the best young Japanese artists now emerging on the scene.” In
discussing contemporary art from Japan, there is a chronic need to get beyond kawalii,
anime, manga, otaku—and all that. For in many ways what the West perceives as “Japan
Now” is more accurately a reflection of the heady days of the breakthrough in the 1990s

of the otaku generation—i.e., vision of Japan ten years out of date. “Japan Next” — the

! See speech by Foreign Minister, Taro Aso, ‘A new look at cultural diplomacy: a call to Japan’s cultural
practitioners’, 28 Apr 2006. The potential for a new policy focus in Japan was first identified by Doug
McGray, ‘Japan’s Gross National Cool, Foreign Policy, May/June 2002.

2j.e.: “Kawaii! Japan now’, Fundacié Joan Miré, Barcelona, 21 Sep 2007-20 Jul 2008 = Z Tli% H A AT
EERICL D5 20EE VD 7'r 7T A EN T, ; “Just Love Me (Kawaii Kills)’,
Royal/T, Culver City, LA, 12 Apr-25 Aug 2008; and ‘Manga! Japanske Billeder’, Louisiana Museum of
Modern Art, Humblebak, Copenhagen, 8 Oct 2008-8 Feb 2009. LA K D 1ZH & 22 Af EFEs 08T
ZhHHF¥ab— 3 Thotz, ie: ‘Kawaii! Vacances d’été’, Fondation Cartier, Paris, 2002, and
‘Little Boy: The Art of Japan’s Exploding Subculture’, Japan Society, New York, 2005.
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* “The Echo: Japan Next’, ZAIM, Yokohama, 13 Sep-5 Oct 2008.



subtitle of The Echo - reveals an Japanese artistic sensibility and vision that has
completely broken with many of the characteristics of that older generation, and which
also finds itself on a very different developmental arc to the one that has drawn such
enormous western economic capital in recent years. Japan’s new art needs to be read and
understood in a different context.
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What you will not see in The Echo is anything much that resembles the kind of art

that made some Japanese artists such a hot item on the world market since the late 1990s.

! An alternative reading of new directions in Japanese contemporary art is offered by former Mori Museum
Director, David Elliott, “The zombie, the alien, the hybrid and the mask: late Showa anxieties in Heisei art’,
essay for opening of ‘Off the Rails’, Mizuma and One Gallery, Beijing, 26 Apr-25 Aug 2008. Elliott is
currently planning a new sampling of contemporary Japanese art for Japan Society, New York, scheduled
Mar-Jun 2011, entitled ‘Bye Bye Kitty!!! Between Heaven and Hell in Japanese Contemporary Art’.
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Kex=VU4y MZXDLLTFO X% SR, David Elliott, “The zombie, the alien, the hybrid and the
mask: late Showa anxieties in Heisei art’, essay for opening of ‘Off the Rails’, Mizuma and One Gallery,
Beijing, 26 Apr-25 Aug 2008.— U F v MIB(E=2—IF—27 DV v /30 « Y YT 4 ITBWTH
T 7p el ZHE TH Th S, ‘Bye Bye Kitty!!! Between Heaven and Hell in Japanese Contemporary Art’,
Japan Society, New York, scheduled Mar—Jun 2011



The most famous of these — Takashi Murakami, Yoshitomo Nara, Mariko Mori, for
example — made their names by a winning combination of commercialism and national
branding, all tailored to appeal to the orientalist conceptions of Japan prevalent in the
West. Much of this strategy is laid bare in Murakami’s angry and unrepentant The Art
Entrepreneurship Theory (2006), where he guides the young wannabe cu-ri-ei-ta — who
now pay up to 100,000 yen each to show their works as hopefuls at his twice yearly
independent artfair Geisai — through the game of selling Japaneseness to the West as
contemporary art. The success of Murakami, Nara and Mori also lies in how well they
fitted into the wider global trends of the 1990s. It is all post-Warhol, and post-Sherman
art: big installations, overwhelming videos, self-obsessed projections, all surface and
irony.
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For sure, the visibility of these artists has given Japan a new and original tourist
appeal, and the neo-Tokyo dreamland it reflects does not disappoint the not
inconsiderable number of those first drawn to the city by the images of Mori or
Murakami as archetypal Japan. But there is a stark contrast between this representation
and the work and sensibility of the next generation, ten years or so younger. The Echo
artists were children of the 70s and 80s, and only still students in the 1990s—they might
have been no more than 15 to 18 years old when the Japanese economic bubble burst in
1992-93. As artists, then, they have matured in a very different world. Their art is born of
a Japan that has had to come to terms with relative decline and grave doubts about its
sustainable future—in often painful social and political terms these past 15 or so years.
Murakami and company, rather, grew up in a different Japan, on a dramatic development
arc which saw it ascend to the ranks of global economic power. Japan was becoming a
new source of modernity; an alternative Asian modernity, no less—their art above all
reflects these more confident years.
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Japan’s anxiety today lies in large part because this development arc is now over,
while its neighbours are all on the rise. Japan was the archetype for Asian modernity, but
now people are looking elsewhere. If (non-western) art is driven by development — the
argument goes — with Japan’s development finished the future was Chinese. Chinese
artists have in the last few years abundantly shown that they can now do it bigger, better
and bolder than the Japanese. The Murakami philosophy indeed works better in China
with its vastly more favourably economics of space, production and exhibition; a
limitless national vernacular tradition, as well as the whole question of post-communism,
to draw on for imagery; and much more governmental investment in the art infrastructure
than ever there was in Japan. An overwhelmingly larger wave of new Chinese artists, has
left Japan depressed in the shadow of its resurgent neighbour.
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Japan of course was the forerunner to the present Asian art boom. But should it
only be read in those terms? This leaves Japanese contemporary art with no role to play,
save as a handmaiden or go-between for the Chinese century. But if art is only interesting
on a developmental arc, the problem is: you only develop once. This is not where Japan is
today. There is, therefore, a strong case to read Japanese contemporary art and society as
being on a very different, even opposed trajectory to China and the rest of developing
Asia. Unlike these nations Japan is definitively post-development, post bubble; it has
finished absorbing the lessons of American and European modernity, and now sits more
as an alternative to both Western and Asian (Chinese) modernity; it has more in common
with the declining, decadent welfare states of Europe, than the growth and power
obsessed US. Its crisis of confidence, therefore, may offer a much better guide to the
uncertainties and fragilities of the 21% century than the rampant, unsustainable visions of
globalisation that drove the 1980s and 1990s. And, since September 2008, a structural
economic crisis of deflationary property values and credit crunched finance is no longer
only Japan’s to suffer; the whole world is now experiencing the same kind of economic
conditions.
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In this respect, The 60s generation of Murakami and company — stuck in a bubble
mentality — look very dated. Several distinct trends are clear among the more recent
generation of younger artists featured at The Echo.” They have clearly broken with the
dominant otaku/superflat stylings of the previous generation, absorbing, reflecting and
transforming global influences in very new ways. Moreover, they point to a Japan
coming to terms with its post-development, post-bubble crisis—a position that might now
guide future post-national currents rather than just follow global trends. What unites these
artists is a return to on the quieter virtues of method, craft and technique, and an aesthetic
commitment to depth and beauty rather than pop art’s celebration of trash, money, size
and surface. There is a rejection of the bubble’s big, brash, plastic art, as well as the
branding logics of egotistic self promotion and corporate sponsorship. Moreover, these

artists revel in an unfashionable emphasis on labour—with work the individualised

! Many of these same artists are featured in the Bijutsu Techo special, ‘Japanese Artists File’, vol.60,
no0.909, July 2008.



production of intense effort and detail, rather than factory production lines. Japanese art
is often criticised for its lack of “theory”. But methods and technique can be just as
articulate, and offers perhaps a more authentic route to capitalise on Japanese aesthetics,
without the need to brand the work “Japanese” or invoke national archetypes.
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A good place to start is the work of Kohei Nawa. The emphasis on methods and
technique can certainly be seen in the systematic, experimental art of sculptor Nawa, who
is now on the brink of major international recognition. Nawa needs less introduction than

others after a busy year in 2008, with important shows in Barcelona, Zurich and China,
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following on from success at Art Basel in 2007. * Frustratingly, though, his work is still
being found under the kawaii heading favoured by western curators. They have to yet to
find a category for this kind of work, that is light years away from Murakami’s flat
plastic world. Nawa makes objects of startling finished elegance and beauty, following an
experimental methodology in media and production. His crystal-like “pixcell”sculptures
translate the logic of digital technology into physical art, transforming everyday objects
acquired on the internet. A similar process of “neutralisation” can be seen in the parallel
prism works. Perhaps even more impressive are the unpredictable, unworldly sculptures
he has devised using techniques with plaster, silicon or glue. Importantly, the “factory”
like methods of his studio resemble more a laboratory dedicated to the discovery of
beauty in unique objects, rather than the mass production favoured by his global
forerunners.
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! “The Poetry of Bizarre’, Fundaci6 Joan Mir6, Barcelona, 30 May—20 Jul 2008; ‘PixCell (PRISM)’, Pekin
Fine Arts, Beijing, 7 Sep—30 Nov 2008. Nawa also recently curated his own sampling of new young artists
from Kyoto in a show in Zurich: ‘Senjiru — Infusion’, Galerie Kashya Hildebrand, 12 Jun-16 Aug 2008.

2 “The Poetry of Bizarre’, Fundaci6 Joan Mir6, Barcelona, 30 May-20 Jul 2008; ‘PixCell (PRISM)’, Pekin
Fine Arts, Beijing, 7 Sep-30 Nov 2008.4 Flld it H 43 H S 8B ATZ I O T —7 4 A M X D R
Fa—VU vk TITo7, ‘Senjiru- Infusion’, Galerie Kashya Hildebrand, 12 Jun-16 Aug 2008.
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Nawa’s massive “Scum” sculpture — the most impressive piece at the Mori
Museum’s retrospective of Japanese contemporary art in 2007 Roppongi Crossing 2 —
was selected by influential curator Noi Sawaragi to show alongside a characteristic
electric colour work by The Echo’s co-producer Kengo Kito, which was also seen at the
Hermes building in Ginza.* Their highly visible pairing at the centre of the show, and the
nod towards older Japanese influences — such as veteran Enoki Chu — was an important
step beyond the “neo-pop” obsessions that Sawaragi and others had established as the
dominant idiom of Japanese contemporary art.? Both Nawa and Kito will talk about how
Murakami’s art entrepreneurship theories have influenced their DIY attitude to art
organisation, while clearly rejecting his artistic methods, stylings and themes. This
generation has certainly had to learn to make things happen for itself—The Echo was an
artist organised show. Secondly, with the absence of much infrastructure for moving from
art school to art career, The Echo generation has also been helped by a greater emphasis
recently in Japan for nurturing young talent —several of the artists discussed here have

been introduced by the small, independent organisation, Magical Art Room, featured as

! “‘Roppongi Crossing 2007: Future Beats in Japanese Contemporary Art’, Mori Art Museum, Tokyo, 13
Oct 2007-14 Jan 2008.

2 Refering back to Noi Sawaragi’s influential articles on ‘Neo-pop’, i.e. Bijitsu Techo, vol.44, no. 651,
March 1992: pp.86-98, and the show he curated at Mito Tower, ‘Ground Zero Japan’, 1999.
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emerging artists at Tokyo Wonder Site, or have been selected as part of reviews of young
artists at the National Art Centre (NACT) or Tokyo Museum of Contemporary Art
(MOT). Thirdly, commercial galleries themselves have taken on the role of museums
nurturing talent and financing art where governmental and public assistance has been
missing: with the vastly important roles of figures such as Masami Shiraishi, Atsuko
Koyanagi, Sueo Mizuma, and Tomio Koyama, now being supplemented by the energetic
efforts of a new generation of gallerists, mainly women, who initially worked with the
older galleries—for example, Yuko Yamamoto, Rika Fujiki at Mujinto Productions, or
ArataniUrano.
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The point of Kito’s work is, again, to use simple, material objects from the
everyday world of consumption, usually working with colour, texture and space to create
a new, unique visual moment. He can work can be as both sculpture/installation, as at The
Echo and Tokyo Wonder Site in 2006, or in alternate versions of hist style in abtract
coloured paintings, such as work collected at the Toyota Municipal Museum of Art. In
his most effective work, the effects are startling, peculiar, and yet elegant and direct—for
example, his signature room of coloured hanging plastic hoops, that is part playground,
part vision of solidified space. He can also work big, as the waterworks installation for
MOT’s “Wonderwall” in 2007 showed.*
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! “Starburst Galaxy’, MOT x Bloomberg, 2 Jun 2007—20 Jan 2008; ‘Kengo Kito+Kouichi Tabata: TWS
Emerging Artists 04°, Tokyo Wonder Site, Shibuya, 17 Mar-12 Apr 2006.
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A contrast perhaps can be drawn here with the much discussed aesthetic of
“micropop”, launched in 2007 in the show curated by Midori Matsui at Mito Art Tower.?
There are obviously connections and affinities with The Echo. We are talking about the
same generation, and indeed one artist seen in Yokohama, Taro Izumi was part of
Micropop, with his humourous and surreal reflections on the role of the viewer in the art
work. The emphasis on everyday found objects and personal reflection on contemporary
realities is a shared feature. But where they differ is in the absence of the kind of
psychological trauma, or in the valorisation of private, amateur, throwaway work that
Matsui finds so important. Matsui fetichises teenage bedroom art in a very similar way to
Murakami in Tokyo Girls Bravo (2002), alighting on some of the very same artists. She
also valorises the simple home made aesthetics made famous by Nara—who is the
godfather of micropop. Where micropop is casual and easily reproducible in book and t-
shirt form, Kito and Nawa, rather, make elaborate, polished and expensive looking art out

of materials that might never otherwise be thought of in an art context. The West so far

! TStarburst Galaxy) HUREBEACENTAE X 71— 8—2 2007 4 6 H 2 H—2008 4% 1 7 20 H,
[TEAMO4++05 REEME 4+ HIEE—) h—Fa —T 2 — 1 FEA, 200645 H 17 H—4

H12H

2 *The Door into Summer: The Age of Micropop’, Mito Tower, 3 Feb—6 May 2007.
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has been happier to consume the former, particularly when laced with a vision of
decadent teenage neo-Tokyo delights.

ZZIZH BN HRIUT, 2007 FEIKFEMEE TIT ORI BROBRIZ T 2 L—# —ThH 50
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HOIZx L TRIERLAFNL, L LAGEMT, I THT, BRICRZ 27— FEEo TV E
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For sure, there were echo’s of Micropop in the Yokohama show. A room shared
by Tomoko Yamaguchi and Kae Masuda offered versions of Japan’s characteristic
figurative girls’ art, and the room featuring Takehiko Hoshino and Takeshi Masada

hinted at the kind of psychological inner visions that have haunted much of Micropop.

ViwgzalRy Z7ORM  E~0OFE] KPS, 2007422 3H—5H 6 H
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One can even recognise elements of kawaii in the work of Koichi Enomoto and Sumito
Sakakibara also shown at ZAIM. Some of these works would not have looked out of
place at Mito, and they would fit well with the famous “psychological” collections of
Satoshi Okada — the most active figure behind the Magical Art Room — or Ryutaro
Takahashi, whose parallel collection of contemporary Japanese artists, Neoteny, went on
the road in Japan in the autumn of 2008.* But on the whole, The Echo says something
different: these are not introverted, troubled teenage visionaries, but confident, connected,
well-networked, maturing artists, able to engage in a contemporary Japanese and global
context rather than taking refuge in the private, alienated worlds found by Matsui.
HLHLAAMEDOR R T~V A 71 « Ry TPRFETLHIRBSR, SDFVza— 3B A TEET,
AR EBEEETICLDERTIEITN— NV X - T—  ORBZRZZ ENTE, EHREZ EBH
HREDEMBEBRENTCHETIIYA 782 « Ry T T =T 4 A MeHBEZ AT TN TV .08
7R NEIERBLZ R U D Z ENHIKEE T, WS AL E AR OB AN ORI T DA 1)
DERERBDDLZENTEDLTLLEI, LOLARRLZNLDOERDOWN O)TKFTRS Z &
sk e E BbinEd, 25 W EiiE, magical, ARTROOM® H1 CIEENH /2B & & L Cu>
% EER K, 2008 FFRKICE D L7 3 V& [Neoteny Japan (A7 =— « U x/XV) | M
JEE VRIS CRAME SN B RERINIC L 24 7 TLEERY) 2L 7 v a v TRRISITWS I
JELWTL X 92, LL7an s, THE ECHORAMKIID LR - 2k EA TV ET, Zh
5OERIINERN THEOZ T 1 — v A VOEREOELTITRNDOTY, £ 95 Tixke T,

Be SR 7= DE R R D, AWICHTOWe, RADT —7 4 A ML TR LIE, BIHFICL-

! “Neoteny Japan’, Sapporo Museum of Modern Art, 22 Nov 2008-25 Jan 2009, also seen at Kiroshima
Open Air Museum, Kagoshima, 18 Jul-15 Sep 2008 and Ueno Royal Museum, Tokyo, 20 May-15 Jul
20009.

2 Tneoteny japan — @it = L 7 ¥ 2 | FLIRZEAF O ARETAE,. 2008 4F 11 A 22 H—2009 4E 1 H 25
H (FEH7— hOFRICT20084-1H 18 H—9 A 15 H, EEFOHEITAEIZT 200941 H—5 H
20 H)
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Matsui’s essays, alongside Murakami’s curation, have made the obsessions and
introversions of Tokyo girls famous worldwide.! Yet it is striking how little their
formulations, that emphasise social withdrawal and abnormality, relate to the most visible
women artists connected to The Echo group. A case in point is the work of two slightly
older and more established women artists — Ruriko Murayama and Midori Mitamura —
not shown at ZAIM, but closely linked with these artists, and showing at the same time.
FAFEMNE LT SO EOF 2 L—r a3 v LR, ROV L2 OsaBlaEScWNIm e 7%
HRMCEL R B DOIZLE LTS, LA LELS RE RO, 800 OFRESCRE S 25 L7
W HDFZH, THEECHOZ V—TIZBR L T D K< btk 7 —7 4 A Meb Lz e
A EBEMIT BN E NS ZLTT, ZITHINCET v DlE (THEECHOZ v —7 X0 §)
DUELETRREBATZ ANDOT —7 4 A b, FMIUBET & =AM ER T, Hilbix
ZAIMTIEETRINTHEEATLER, ZhbDT7—7 4 A Meh & OBRITELS . [FH TR

BoRPMTHONTWE LT,

In Murayama’s work you see the familiar paraphernalia of girls culture —
needlework, flowers, fashion models — transformed into striking objects of useless beauty,
such as the floral mannequins that steal the show in the last room of the Neoteny
exhibition. She points forward towards The Echo’s aesthetic in the way she takes found

everyday objects, that might otherwise be junk, and transforms them through craft and

! For example, Midori Matsui, ‘Beyond the pleasure room to the chaotic street: transformation of the cute
subculture in the art of the Japanese nineties’, in Little Boy (2005), pp.209-239.

PR E DI X B LT OS2 - Midori Matsui, ‘Beyond the pleasure room to the chaotic street:
transformation of the cute subculture in the art of the Japanese nineties’, in Little Boy (2005), pp.209-239.
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composition. Murayama is an artist based in the northern city of Akita, working far from
the clamour of girls consumerism — the dynamo of Tokyo street life in Shibuya or
Omotesando — yet there is nothing rustic or provincial about this work. Rather, it is an
overwhelming passion of physical craftwork, wielded with an intuitive sense of wonder
that translates, for example, into the 700 piece stiched colour tapestry that dominated the
Fuchu Biennale show True Colours at the end of 2008.*

oM E LD &, =N « INVTF v —HTHDHIGEARENE DEID OO, B Z TR,
B, 77 v va BT NRE BEOMRE LTEDBEEFIETNDLIDORDONLTLE I,
Btix, BIORLY FTHL LI B0 7 ReipoTLEI LI RAFENRLOEZR LB L TE
T, HFRREIC L > TENEZEFSED &V 9 KTV TTHE ECHOR D £ L [F U J51h % [
NWTWHOTY, AN, FREBEAGHORT 24058 LTOREEI L T Y | fl2IREaR0RSER L
Dr—Fa—AR)—FTRLND XD, DERIHE EROERNOITMENT-L 2 AN T
—7 4 ARNTT, LTV E, HEOELPHE TH 720 HESIEN-72 D T5RTIEH Y £+
loo BROIERIZT LA, B2 TS 972 51E, 2008 ERICf TNy —L @i
CHEM) CTEEAZBIWE, 700 O/ LD EY O BSHEWA D SN Z XA Y T
SIAFD KD 7, AR 2 LITRIRT 2 EIRAY 7R M & Bk f U 7o JEBIAD 22 SRR 22 IR ZE~ D

fE#E 2 DTT2,

The installation work of Midori Mitamura is another pointer — work that could
also be seen during the Yokohama Triennale at Creative Space 9001 in Sakuragicho

station.® Mitamura creates rooms full of found objects, souvenirs and everyday poetry

! “True Colours: The 4™ Fuchu Biennale’, Fuchu Art Museum, 15 Nov 2008—1 Feb 2009.

2 TEERF e — 1 @ True Colours —8.% 8 <" % G FFH &R, 2008 4 11 A 15 A
—20094-2 H 1 H

% *Midori Mitamura @ Yokohama’, Creative Space 9001, Yokohama, 13 Sep—30 Nov 2008; ‘Mikoujima
Art Project’, Contemporary Art Factory, Sumida, Tokyo, 20 Oct-28 Oct 2007.
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that aim to create fragile, ephemeral moments of mood and ambience. Some of this work
is inspired by travel, some by engagement in place. Her month long “knitting” residency
in Sumida, shown at the end of 2007 at the Contemporary Art Factory, made a quiet but
eloquent plea for community and neighbourhood preservation at a time when the Tokyo
city government is gearing up to wipe away half of the ward in the name of a new, brutal
television tower and corporate urban development. Mitamura points the way to how The
Echo artists are concerned both with representing a new ease with travel and experience
and worldly engagement: there is little of the angst or resentment of western power you
see in Murakami’s generation. And, as with Murayama, the everyday and banal, is
transformed into moments of beauty, albeit fleeting.

SHAEROA AL L= g EETRIO I E ERAICH L T NET, M OEM IR
R — L O P RORETERNIC & 5 A4 22/ 9001 THRS Z &M TE E Lizt, ZHAIEE
BHE, 77U K7 — MUEbN L ERY., LamPH 2 OFRETHORI L, £bi3T
MR OBRE ZEY EIFE Lz, ik, EFa TR I7V— T —hF 777 N —TRERS
NTWe, BHOLV YT U ATHWES N2 1y AICEDER T=y 7 0 71 130 R L
W, BT L B ORI DO T BHIE D4 O IS E ORI D00 2 H i35 L H RFIZ,
HIEAESCUT RO O RAF & JEFRICFFR 200 TV E Lz, =KL, THEECHOED T —7 «
A MBI T 282 e R S PR A~DED Y 2RBT 252 L2, LD LS ITH
Do TVLONEHFLRL TN TWET, —HMNOMMUTIT, WEHEDINTHT D E R
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B Et i 2007 ) BURSEIN BT, #L, 20074210 H 2 0 H—28 H
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The subtle aesthetic touch sounds and feels classically Japanese, but there is
nothing nostalgic or backwards looking about the art of The Echo group. You see this
particularly in the artists working, as with Nawa, with the translation of new technology
into art. The stark black and white video work by Go Watanabe and Kouichi Tabata
turns minimalist animation into hypnotic fine art. As with other artists on show, you feel
the influence of computer technology — the ever present light from video screens, the
digital composition techniques of pix-cell art — within the works themselves. Contrast this
to Kaikai Kiki. Murakami’s generation, still struggling to master the impact of photoshop,
u-tube and scanning technology, in fact gave in to Walter Benjamin’s gloomy predictions
about art in the age of mechanical reproduction.® If you can’t beat technology — which
gives anybody the power to reproduce infinitely, and the ability to make art with no talent
—then, they said, you should just use it to mass produce plastic, flat art. But in The Echo
the artists have mastered the machinery, once again turning back to the creation of unique,
non-reproducible works, which use technology now as its basic medium. Tabata and
Daisuke Ohba, with his abstract silver and gold tableaux, join Nawa in turning the
techniques of digitalisation into finished art objects reaching for something sublime.
There is a new abstraction here at work, which again is showing some of the
experimental possibilities of technological art, that is far from the superflat vision of art
as media-saturated pop culture.

DI DR EN AR I RO DI Z 2, £ L TELE b ET A, THEECHOZ L—
TOHRINZ ) AN =R L Vo TeERITRONER AL, TV ol FiT e <IT4fo, %

iz 7 — MCEBS DIEMICA DI E T, A5 L HIEE —ORGIERITE D b Rr L <, £

! Walter Benjamin, “The work of art in the age of mechanical reproduction’ (1935) in Illuminations (1970),
pp.219-254.
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For sure, the question of Japaneseness haunts this show, as it will always haunts
group shows of quote-unquote “Japanese” artists. We are Japan, it says, and this is Japan,
but the show refuses to indulge in touristic branding. When you talk to these artists they
in fact see themselves as unproblematically “post-national”. They have travelled widely,
East and West; they have experienced London, New York, Beijing or Saigon. But none
of it makes them feel like making points about Japanese power in relation to a dominant
West, invoking the War, hiding behind anti-colonial slogans, or trading in orientalist
archetypes. We are thankfully spared tea ceremonies, zen gardens, ikebana, manga,
anime, love hotels, callisthenics, and cosplay in The Echo. Nevertheless — and here is

where the haunting can be found — there is a return to the source, after travel and worldly

! Walter Benjamin, “The work of art in the age of mechanical reproduction’ (1935) in Illuminations (1970),
pp.219-254.
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experience, that suggests how these artists are drawing on Japanese resources in the way
they work, particularly the emphasis on fine art, craft and refined detail.
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Satoru Aoyama’s work is an ideal exemplar of this work. An artist educated in
the age of the YBAs in London, Aoyama has, like Murayama, embraced the most
unfashionable craft of all — needlework — to make work that trades in understatement,
uniqueness, and the illustration of a consistent method. Aoyama’s craft is another take on
technology and production, only this time with much older industrial echoes, as we are
drawn to look once and look again at his minutely textured fabrics, that evoke both

industrial age routines and computer age digital reproduction. Sometimes he works in a
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naturalistic idiom, with digital echoes executed in fabric of photographic cityscapes or
portraits — such as his work in the Neoteny collection — and sometimes — as in the striking
darkrooms of The Echo, and at Art Flower in the Autumn of 2008* — with minimalist
abstraction. Also in Akasaka, a dramatic black curtain splashed with gold paint by
Aoyama - that, of course turns out to the handiwork of a craftsman with a thousand
stitches in thread — has been adorning the entrance of the famous underground art bar,
Traumaris, run by the journalist Chie Sumiyoshi. It awaits a curatorial consciousness able
to understand the conceptual leap forward, as well as the self-contained economy of the

production process
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!« Akasaka Art Flower 08’, Akasaka Sakas, Tokyo, 10 Sep-13 Oct 2008.
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Here, | touch upon the most important lesson from The Echo. The 1990s bubble
mentality, heady with globalisation, looked for big art, with a throwaway aesthetic,
wrapped up and made in plastic. The Echo generation is rather looking to use what it
finds, and especially to renovate and make something beautiful out of sustainable
materials. This comes together in the work of Kei Takemura, who joined The Echo
group from her studio in Berlin, and had been seen recently also at Tokyo Wonder Site
and at NACT in 2008.* Again, like Mitamura, hers is installation and performance work
reflecting travel, souvenirs, friends and bits and pieces along the way. It is a methodology
seen also, in a different way, in the psychoanalytic explorations expressed as the
extraordinary overflow of studio work-in-progress at The Echo by Satoshi Ohno.
Takemura herself might make art out of an old Ikea bed, some borrowed clothes, old
postage packaging, or a memory of some friends’ karaoke that she will sing again to
onlookers in the gallery. But it is in her characteristic sketched and translucent tapestries
that we see the simple method of stitchwork and drawing coming together, renovating
these discarded materials into something new and uncanny. Her premonitions of an
earthquake remind her and us of Tokyo and Japan, even while the familiar objects sitting
around are global objects and reminiscences of Berlin. Again, this is an economical and
sustainable art that avoids the self-indulgence that the bubble mentality so encouraged,

while reaching for a transcendent aesthetic affect.

!« Apart a Part: TWS Emerging Artists 14’, Tokyo Wonder Site, Shibuya, 28 Jun-31 Aug 2008.
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Here | think lies the punchline. Andy Warhol taught the world to equate art with
mass production, and to think of successful art basically as junk that makes money.
Money ever since has been the only evaluation of contemporary art that counts, alongside
its ability to finance ever bigger, bolder, brighter objects of distraction. The global art

world has become dominated by the big self-statements of a Jeff Koons or a Damian

U ITEAM14AYTFS 5L« Apartapart] h—3F 3 — D U Z—H 1 A, BT, 200846 / 28 H—8
H31H
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Hirst, and this clearly is how we get to a Murakami today. The power of a single idea,
and its execution on a phenomenal scale in plastic, produced 13 million dollars for
Murakami’s My Lonesome Cowboy in the summer of 2008. Or think of the Hirst diamond
skull from the same year: it takes a massive investment to produce an even more massive
result.
CINEEREZIATT, TV T 44— UA—AME, T— hERBEELZR L, gL
7= MEREBEE AL TR O LD X OITHORITEONTE Lz, 2Lk, B&
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I am proposing a different aesthetic here. A principle of parsimony. Of course,
this might be said to have its own echoes in classically Japanese notions—such as the
concept of mottainai. But it has universal resonance too. Aesthetic value and economic
value are not the same thing, and a more impressive art might in fact be one that can
create value out of next-to-nothing. That is, an art made from the found materials, tools
and methods that artists have to hand in their everyday context, rather than big corporate
investment and ever more elaborate factory production lines. This might be a more
sustainable vision for contemporary art.

TR TR PR RE LV E o T ET, FSICHHOFATY, bbAHA, ZOSHEHA
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It is not hard to see why this is an important vision, or one being made at just the
right time. Two days after The Echo opened, Damian Hirst sold works at Sotheby’s for
record prices that marked the end and apogee of the latest global art bubble. The very
next day, the collapse of Lehmann Brothers bank signalled the onset of a disastrous
financial crisis that has plunged the global economy into an economic downturn and
depression that may last years. All of what is happening today in the global economy is
very familiar to Japan, which has been living with a similar economic situation since the
early 1990s. The art market was, like property and finance, booming everywhere, but as
with these other commodities it is not true they will always go up; there is now a crash,
and there will be a re-evaluation of contemporary art. With it, a lot of the big plastic
installation art will end up in the rubbish skip. Artists attuned to this new, fragile,
uncertain world we are moving into will make a very different kind of art. After the
goldrush, we might want to look at the kind of artists shown at The Echo to restore our
faith in what can be done in contemporary art.
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