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-IntroductionContemporary feminist, Mitsu Tanaka named her manifesto,
“Benjo Kara no Kaiho”, “Liberation from the Toilet” (1970,
cited in Mackie, 2003), in which she declares the binary
vision through which women are viewed as child-bearers or
objects for sexual gratification, within Japanese society.
This essay will explore if this statement stands true in the
present day through analysing the ways in which women are
portrayed in contemporary Japanese painting. The main
artworks I will be analysing through this essay are painted
between the years 2000 to the present day, by Aya Takano,
Makiko Kudo and Yoshitomo Nara. The paintings in question
have caught my attention due their fusion of a typically
Japanese, illustrative style, with clear inspiration taken
from Japanese popular culture, yet executed within a fine art
context.
My personal fascination with the paintings is rooted in
my upbringing as an expatriate and exposure to East Asian art
as I have travelled around and lived in Asia. My own painting
practice sees me try to situate myself as a Western person in
day to day life, within unfamiliar landscapes, through
illustration and portraiture. In turn, I seek to understand
how the depiction of women in the paintings represent, or
perhaps falsify, the experiences of real women in daily life
in Japan, and whether the constraints of an illustrative
style and context render the paintings simply as decoration.
The works situate themselves strongly within popular
culture and are creations by few of the many practicing
Japanese artists today that have attracted attention from the
West. In the first chapter, I will explore why the works have
become highly sought after in Western galleries and lucrative
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collectibles in Western art markets, alongside criticism
towards the style.
The second chapter will heavily feature paintings by
Makiko Kudo, as I review these works with regards to feminist
culture in Japan, and the sociopolitical climate under which
these paintings have been encouraged and have evolved. The
chapter will consider anxieties women face concerning getting
older, and their struggle to find happiness and autonomy in
patriarchal Japan.
The final chapter will examine Japan’s relationship with
sex and the attitudes within society that discourage women
from expression of the self. Aya Takano’s work offers insight
into notions of female identity in Japan, and the fight for
sexual liberation in a country that values conservative
attitudes towards marriage and child-bearing.
It is important to understand what contemporary Japanese
artists are doing to challenge stereotypes surrounding women
in Japan today. The West’s perception of Japanese women is
embroiled in their portrayal through popular culture and
where they sit within an orientalist discourse. I wish to
highlight that Japan’s associations with visual modernity,
efficiency, high achievement, etiquette and wealth do not
correlate necessarily with liberal thinking. The artists I
have chosen to focus on within this essay either directly
expose or internally reflect on the feelings of Japanese
women under societal pressures and the political structure. I
feel it is important to elevate these works from their
commercial value and power as an investment, and understand
the social and political climate under which these paintings
have been created. As with any critique on a painting, it
will be important for me within this essay to differentiate
between art as decoration and artist as agent.
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-A Kawaii Dream or a Safe Space for Women?This chapter will introduce the main artists to be
explored in the essay and look at their work in relation to
Japanese culture and their links to popular culture. Have
these portrayals of women been created to fill a demand for
colourful, kawaii imagery, or do they create a separate space
for women, away from the loudness of popular culture? My
argument is that the artists have managed to situate
themselves within a feminist discourse, despite their strong
ties to popular culture.

One Foot In The Groove, Yoshitomo Nara, 2010

Yoshitomo Nara is critically acclaimed in both Japan and
the West. His portrayal of young girls can be seen to take
elements of stylisation from Japanese manga comics. However,
Nara’s work engages with serious issues. His work reflects
the crisis of a nation that clings to its war-identity,
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Japan's innate relationship with solitude, and their fight to
never grow up. It’s all in the eyes, and by borrowing the
archetypal image of young girls from popular culture, Nara

Cosmic Girl (Eyes Open, Eyes Shut), Yoshitomo Nara, 2008

manages to create landscapes within the eyes he paints,
transfixing the observer. Although appearing cartoonish, the
girls feel alive and maintain an air of having a complex and
perceivable conscience. There is a depth to the character
that is achieved through Nara’s painting. His work is usually
categorised as Neo-Pop, and is a movement seen to be equally
as important to other, more orthodox notions of high art in
Japan, dissimilar to the West (Yoshitaka, 2006). His work is
lucrative, and a portrait of a young girl can sell for tens
of millions of US dollars. It is hard to say whether Nara’s
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works are being invested in by reason of it’s typically
Japanese aesthetic and place within popular culture, or the
way they are able to engage an observer in conversations with
themselves and what it means to be Japanese.
The idea of conformism greatly contributes to the
importance of popular culture in Japan. Dissimilar to the
appeal of individualism in the West, there is a desire to fit
in for Japanese people. It is an easier choice for a Japanese
person to conform to the typically patriarchal roles and
rules set by Japanese society, as opposed to fighting them,
given how engrained they are in Japanese law and societal
attitudes of the ageing population (Richie, 2003). This
culture perpetuates mass production of ideas and images, and
makes the terms Japanese culture and popular culture almost
interchangeable. Hence, it is understandable that the
uniqueness of the imagery perpetuated by Japanese popular
culture is one way to consider the West’s intrigue with art
by Nara.
The West’s fascination with oriental aesthetics spans a
long history. The introduction of the foreign policy,
“sakoku”, in Japan in 1633 lasted over 200 years, banning
citizens from leaving the country, and foreigners from
entering. Only minimal and exclusive lines of trade remained
operative during this period, rendering Japanese objects and
artworks “exotic” by the West, and the physical appearance of
these artworks very different due to the insular nature of
their evolution (Irvine and Schiermeier, 2013). This further
explains the reception to Nara’s work in the West.
Aya Takano and Makiko Kudo have received similar
treatment by both within Japan and the West. Takano’s
paintings are an insight into the life of Japanese women
expressed through dramatic scenes filled with cute detail and
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Doggy Drive, Aya Takano, 2005
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references to the popular idolisation of heroines in Japanese
culture. Kudo’s work is quieter and more introspective in
comparison, however still ascribes to typical manga
characterisation. Ideals of kawaii, the Japanese term used to
describe cuteness, are prolific in images circulated by
popular culture, to the extent that possessing child-like
qualities oneself is considered a virtue. This attraction to
doe-eyed innocence and the miniature is neither limited to
just children. This phenomenon could be explained by how
expensive Japan is to live in. Most elements of Japanese life
have to be reduced to a smaller scale, starting with living
space. The notion of smallness continues through to the
places Japanese people go to have fun, the accessories they
choose to buy, and even the food they eat (Richie, 2003). As
per attitudes of conformism, what is common, is desirable,
and so this cycle of popular demand and supply of miniature
things and child-like imagery is perpetuated.
It is important to consider that a lot of the imagery
consumed by Japanese people is often of a character. Sailor
Moon, for example, is the main character in a manga by Naoko
Takeuchi where she is a representation of a fantasy. She is
idolised for the narratives
that are attached to her, and
her femininity yet strength
as a heroine. At the same
time, the over simplification
of characters like Sailor
Moon, especially in
commodified versions such as
toys, stickers and posters,
allow for the viewer to
project their own ideals onto
her. This brings about the
Sailor Moon in episode 28, 1992

question, do the girls in
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paintings like Takano’s simply fall into the endless array of
pop figures to admire and live through a fantasy vicariously?
It could be argued that the narratives surrounding the female
character in Takano’s works are superficial, and render them
simply a contribution to manga and anime culture, glorified
by the painterly way in which she executes these tales.

After a Typhoon, Makiko Kudo, 2011

So, why has the West decided to pay attention to these
artists when there is such an overwhelming volume of imagery
that is supposedly just like it to choose from in Japan? Why
have these artists also struck a chord within Japanese
society and the Japanese high art community, elevating these
artworks above regular popular culture?
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Yoshitaka translates for art critic Sawagari Noi in his
chapter on “Subcultural unconsciousness in Japan” (2006, p.
176). He is critical of the fact that there is no distinction
between high art and what he defines as “low culture”. He
further scrutinises the contexts behind modern Japanese art
as ahistorical, and that this has come about due to the lack
of a typically Western modernisation period. Takano and
Nara’s works in particular fit this description in a sense,
often reflecting war anxieties despite their time stamp.
Yoshitaka reflects on this argument and considers that the
parameters defining Japanese contemporary art are too broad.
He speaks about the leading force in the superflat group,
Takashi Murakami, where the term superflat is used to
describe fine art with a quality of flatness. By this
definition, the superflat movement should to be considered a
direct continuation of ukiyo-e paintings and prints from 400
years ago, which I have exemplified in the two images of
Murakami’s work and a ukiyo-e print by Hiroshige, to be farfetched.
These questions and criticisms set the tone for my
developed interpretation of the works in the subsequent two
chapters and how they can be grouped together under more
specific themes. I see that the work I have taken interest in
is framed by notions of feminism and can be grouped together
based on their reflections on modern day life for women in
Japan. The artwork’s ties to popular culture are clear, yet
this does not mean they cannot be multi-faceted, and the role
of popular culture in Japan perhaps does lie in the
subconscious of the said artists.
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Lots, Lots of Kaikai and Kiki, Takashi Murakami, 2009

Cherry Blossoms in Full Bloom at Arashiyama, Utagawa Hiroshige, 1834
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-The Reality of Women’s Autonomy in
Patriarchal JapanMakiko Kudo’s work is contemplative and introspective.
Through her paintings, we are able to see into the mind of
this young, Japanese woman. This chapter will focus strongly
on Kudo’s work and how her paintings conjure a sense of

Makiko Kudo, Dream of the Sea, 2017
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disillusion towards the sexist bias that is inherent in
Japanese political structures and the workplace.
Similarly to Takano’s, Kudo’s work feels bustling,
however, with more natural themes of colourful foliage and
vivid skies and bodies of water. Kudo’s work could be seen to
fall into an impressionist or fauvist movement both
thematically and stylistically. These European painting
styles are closely intertwined and influenced by Japanese
art, culture and philosophies. The term Japonisme is used to
describe this relationship, where Western artist’s
appreciation for ukiyo-e woodblock prints from the Edo period
in Japan (17th-19th centuries) translated into their own
work, exemplified in these two works by Utagawa Kuniyoshi of
the Edo period, and French impressionist painter and drawer,
Edgar Degas. Ukiyo-e was used a kind of meditation, as well
as a documentation, of daily life and popular culture in
Japan (Irvine and Schiermeier, 2013). The West in turn
adopted this practice in a more painterly method. It seems
almost as though Kudo’s work is a extension on this movement,
responding to impressionism whilst filtering more
contemporary themes of manga to the stylisation of her
portraits.
With this background, we are able to understand Kudo’s
depiction of the women in her paintings as emotive responses
to her life in modern day Japan. A common denominator in
Kudo’s works is the youthful appearance of the characters.
There is a great sense of nostalgia given to the images, as
though Kudo is trying to piece together fragments of memory,
to create rich and often fantastical dreamscapes. With small
features and feeble gestures, the girls in Kudo’s works
appear quiet and thoughtful. Reverting to and pursuing the
typical interests of one’s childlike persona is commonplace
in Japanese popular culture. Considering this inversely, it
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Edgar Degas, After the Bath, Woman Drying
Herself, 1890s
Utagawa Kuniyoshi, scene from a mid
19th Century kabuki play

is uncommon to see adult women represented in contemporary
Japanese art, and perhaps this is because they feel they have
been unable to form their identities through adulthood.
Although improving, life for adult women in Japan still
proves to be repressive. At even the most basic level, within
the Japanese system of registration, “koseki”, sexism is
implicit. Japanese citizens must register under under a
single surnamed household formed of two generations, and is a
way to track details of family lineage by establishments like
potential employers, schools and the government. One of many
examples of the ill-treatment of women through the koseki is
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I like the evening most, Makiko Kudo, 2011

the instance of women being encouraged to terminate
pregnancies out of wedlock, both legally by doctors, and
through the shame of having to display this information
publicly. Women fear the judgement and consequences towards
themselves and their child due to the maintained ideology of
a traditional, Japanese family lineage (Sugimoto, 1997). Kudo
clearly values the freedom she experienced as a child, and
the often pensive look on the girls in her paintings
signifies a kind of anxiety for the restraints held by the
future.
With regards to the opportunities adult women have in
Japan, according to the Global Gender Gap Report of 2018,
Japan ranks 121st out of the 153 countries and sits below
global average for gender equality. The results for this
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index are compiled using economic participation and
opportunity, educational attainment, health and political
empowerment as indicators. Despite scoring highly in gender
parity for health and educational attainment, the ratio of
women to men in economic forces is greatly skewed. Japan
scored a minuscule 0.081 (0 being the lowest attainable score
and 1 the highest) in political empowerment. For a nation so
economically sound and technologically advanced, the gender
disparity revealed by these statistics is surprising.
Contentment isn’t clearly portrayed by Kudo in her
paintings. The characters are painted with small lips and
make it difficult to discern clearly what they may be feeling
at all. We can, however, recognise a distinct lack of
dialogue, voice or opinion. The characters neither open their

Burning Red, Makiko Kudo, 2012
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mouths nor bare their teeth. There has historically been
little regard towards women’s voices in Japan, and most
legislation is skewed in favour of maintaining Japanese
tradition by men in power. The introduction of the Equal
Employment Opportunity Law of 1985, for example, seemed to be
a step in the right direction, however, when dissected, was
found to tend towards conservative values. The law was
disputed by feminists due to the lack of accountability it
actually placed on the government to hold corporations
punishable for discrimination in the workplace. The law also

Skipping school to listen to music, Makiko Kudo, 2016
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separated the opportunities of women in the workforce into
basic categories that sat alongside the regular rankings of
men in a company, and their ability to progress upward. This
strategy was coined under the premise that women’s main duty
in life was to become a mother (Kano, 2016). With these
societal expectations a for woman, the idea of growing up
could be understandably resented. Moreover, with an ageing
population, these values overpower the voices of young
Japanese women who feel the stigma against their choices to
prioritise professional careers. Kudo repetitively channels
the colour blue through the character’s figures, which
instils further melancholy to the already passive figures.
In the quest for women’s autonomy and happiness, it
should be considered how feminism operates in the present
day. Ayako Kano in “Japanese Feminist Debates” (2016),
challenges the value in "state feminism”, a term used to
describe the action taken supporting women’s issues by the
government beginning in the mid 1990s. Despite the economic
instability during the decade of the 90s, women began to see
victories in newly passed legislation, for example, owing
them greater protection against sexual harassment, assault
and domestic violence, where the emotional component to these
issues usually rendered them personal and private. However
there still remains a great deal of skepticism by feminists
towards the government, and unsurprisingly given policies
deemed as “state feminism”, such as the failings of Equal
Employment Opportunity Law. State feminism still plays a
large role in Japan, and is seen by many women as a paradox,
inevitably to try to protect ideals of patriarchal Japan as
much as it can (Kano, 2016).
We see solitude in Kudo’s paintings, and there is a sense
of smallness to the girls. She often works at a very large
scale, around the dimensions of 2x3 meters, where two
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canvases will be configured to create a cinematic first
impression to the work. The figure often feels dwarfed by the
scenery and lost within the sprawling networks of plants.
Sometimes nature acts as a oversized bed or a blanket to the
character, acting perhaps as a physical barrier between them
and modern society. There are close to no depictions of
bustling, modern day Japan in Kudo’s paintings, and we get a
sense that the girl in the images wants to disengage from the
modern world entirely.
There is a strong sense of aliveness to the ecosystems
she gets entangled in, and a visible connection and
protection that the landscape offers the character, as she
floats within the scene. Simultaneously, there is a air of
confused belonging, and that the character is searching for
someone or some place - perhaps a feeling of familiarity. The
character finds herself placed unusually within the
landscape, often at odds to the effect of gravity, which
could reflect Kudo’s feelings of disconnect and discontent
with her own adult identity. Nature acts as a sort of
headspace with room for contemplation and dreaming by the
girls in Kudo’s paintings as the societal and political
structures in Japan continue push women to conform to a
single standard.
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-In Pursuit of Pleasure and Contending
PerversionAya Takano is renowned for her striking representation of
women in her paintings. The discernible characterisation of

The Turkish Grasslands, Aya Takano, 2002
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the figures in Takano’s work sees her become author to a
depiction of a world at a tangent to her own. Her large oil
works on canvas are brimming with illustrative detail and
often feel chaotic and at the point of a narrative climax.
Takano’s work fiercely addresses Japan’s complicated
relationship with sex and notions of femininity and identity,
which will be understood through this chapter.
Usually found nude or semi-clad in some description of
uniform, the girls in Takano’s paintings can be found in the
epicentre of a bustling, fantasised sky, city or landscape.
Their physical frames appear very slight with lanky,
elongated limbs and rosy joints. However, their position
within the scene is bold, unforgiving and at the epicentre of
the action. In interview, Takano discloses that the redness
of the limbs infers that they are still developing, and the
characters are not yet fully grown (ProjectDystopia, 2011
14:08). There could also be said to be a sense of
vulnerability to this detail where the act of kneeling or
being on all-fours, causing this redness, alludes to acts of
submission. Unafraid to explore the erotic in her work, the
physical markings on, and stripping of, the girls in Takano’s
work adjure a great deal of conversation within and beyond
the sexual context. Moreover, the notion of a woman painting
the female body in this manner, is embroiled in the numerous
contexts that led to the arrival of this widely consumed
depiction of Japanese women. It’s acclamation by Western
audiences further complicates the matter.
A movement during the 1970s called “women’s lib” (ūman
ribu) rebelled against the sexism deep rooted in Japan’s
history. Conjunctively, rose the male engagement with sexual
dominance and objectification of pre-pubescent or youthful
looking and behaving girls as a kind of retort to women’s
quest for independence. This is referred to in Japan as
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Little Stars of a City Child, Aya Takano, 2006
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Lolicon, known in Western culture as the Lolita complex, a
term coined after Vladimir Nabokov’s 1955 novel, “Lolita”, in
which a middle aged man becomes infatuated with a 12 year old
girl (Elliot and Ozaki, 2011). Evidence of this subject is
implicit in Takano’s work. At a glance, the girls’ slender
frames, rosy complexions and the canvas brimming with
youthful paraphernalia, toys and costume could give the
impression the girls are pre-pubescent. It could be argued
that her depiction of the women in this way panders to the
male gaze within a Japanese audience, and as a female
painter, Takano is doing injustice by perpetuating this
imagery.
However, there is an undeniable feminine spirit to
Takano’s paintings, and delving further into the contexts
behind the imagery in her paintings leads us to understand
them differently. Yoshio Sugimoto’s, “An Introduction to
Japanese Society” (1997), categorises Japanese people born in
the mid-1970s till present as a global generation. Their
outlook is said to be influenced by the globalisation of the
country and the significant technological reliance within the
country. There is a recognised sense of pessimism within the
global generation towards job security after the financial
crash in 1989. Sugimoto describes that their feelings of
being “disposable” and “lost” in this way have led this
generation of Japanese people to seek other forms of selfvalidation. Japanese youth turned to other outlets for a
sense of certainty and identity through this period, and this
saw the emergence of different fashion groups, which were
especially embraced and enjoyed by women. Takano frequently
paints the girls in her work in “kogal” style, which
translates from Japanese to high school girl.
“…fashion allows for individual women to build a
temporary autonomous space where they are able to
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somewhat transform constraints, such as flaws they see
within themselves, and pressures they receive from
societal expectations of them, that exist around them in
their everyday lives” (Atkinson, 2015: xxi).
During the financial crash in Japan, girls seeking
comfort and freedom of expression through their fashion
choices, were often grouped together and associated with
women participating in “enjo kōsai”, a term used to describe
young women who would exchange companionship, dating or sex
in return for money or gifts (Atkinson, 2015). This has led

Seaside Kitchen, Aya Takano, 2006

to clothing of this nature to become commodified in Japan and
sexualised by men, when in fact this uniform represents a
kind of armour and security for women.
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The timeline of legal liberations for women in Japan is
indicative of the attitude of resistance to female autonomy,
and should further discourage the viewer from sexualising
Takano’s paintings. There are deep conflicts between the
viewpoints held by the Japanese government, and new notions
of sexual freedom. The contraceptive pill, for example, only
became available in 1999, and still the government maintains
negative, strong views that the use of the contraceptive pill
would encourage promiscuous behaviour in women (Kano, 2016).
In reprisal to this attitude towards sexual liberation,
Takano instils a brash and sensual tone of humour to the
scenes, despite the dark preface for some of the situations
the girls find themselves in. The images are confronting and
unashamed, and validate Japanese women’s experience
surrounding their identity and fight for autonomy in the face
of adversity and perversion. I would argue some of the images
make uncomfortable viewing for men. Scenes often include
components that anthropomorphise into male sex parts and show
bodily fluids that splatter across the canvas. Any
representation of men in the images is subordinate, and
fulfilling the women’s conquests and pleasures are of central
importance. The girls in the images are unrefined,
provocative, and exist in a landscape filled with typically
girly and cute or “kawaii” colours and icons and decorations.
Takano’s creations could therefore be equally considered an
embodiment of female vitality.
Sex in Japan is colonised and Japan’s attitude towards
sex continually changes through the ages depending on the
socio-historic factors (Frühstück, 2003). Often considered a
taboo topic, sex in Japan spans from acting as weapon in War,
as entertainment or commodity through the sex industry, to
the functional act for child bearing, and in recent times, a
right to be enjoyed and exercised freely. For example, the
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rise of Christianity in premodern Japan changed the moral
standpoint on some erotic art from the Edo period, “shunga”,
and was considered pornographic (Kimura, 2010). To this day,
displaying erotic works in Japan is a difficult task, and
galleries and museums often find it hard to find endorsements
to support exhibitions (Voon, 2015). Artists like Takano find
more support from galleries in the West, where the attitude
to sex is more libertarian. Takano, herself, is represented
by the Emmanuel Perrotin Gallery, originating from Paris.
Few of the many current factors to note influencing
Japan’s sex culture are the otaku culture. “Otaku” culture in
Japan refers to the ever growing insular nature of Japanese
people, and a preference to live and seek enjoyment through

Water God (Vanura), Aya Takano, 2019
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virtual media like video games, manga and anime. There is a
sense that Japan has remained in a depression since the
financial crash in the late 80s, where new technological
dependency and sustained patriarchal values have only
exacerbated the problem. Japanese people in modern day life
struggle to converse with the opposite sex and form sexual
relationships. The growing fight for women’s success in the
working world has also stunted this dynamic between men and
women, as their priority shifts from child-bearing to
utilising education for independent growth (Aoki, 2016). This
changing attitude is reflected in Takano’s paintings, where
the girls seem to concern themselves sexually more with
animals than other people. There is a sense of defiance to
growing older and forming relationships in the images.
In “Lovesick Japan”, Mark D. West (2011, p.68), remarks,
“…in Japanese court opinions, loveless marriage often is an
expectation - not sad, and certainly not a tragedy”. The
paintings could be interpreted differently in consideration
of this observation by Japanese courts. The girls in the
painting are often in a fantasised, far away landscape
sometimes deep below or above the surface of the Earth,
copulating blissfully with wild creatures. Takano could be
championing for female liberation, independence and rejection
of patriarchal standards through the images, yet the
paintings equally resonate a sense of loneliness whilst
daydreaming about the desire for human connection, and
uncomplicated, fair notions of love and companionship.
Both Makiko Kudo and Yoshitomo Nara also use animals
symbolically within their paintings. As per predominant
Buddhist beliefs in Japan, animals are respected as sentient
life forms, and there is a considered relationship between
human and animal. Animals are praised for their natural
beauty and spirit. Japanese literature and art often sees
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Floating Island, Makiko Kudo, 2012

humans to anthropomorphise into animals. In fact, tales of
man and non-human wife are very specific to Japan. Notions of
Buddhist karma further unite humans and animals together, as
both are said to pass through the same cycle (Ambros, 2012).
In Kudo’s “Floating Island” (2012), for example, the
sense of serenity within the dreamy landscape the girl finds
herself in is amplified by her bond with the swan she rests
upon. In her painting, “Meteor Shower” (2015), the character
and the cat imitate each other. We feel warm towards the bond
shared by the animals and girls within the paintings, and it
is of significance that the relationship between character
and animal is more predominant and heart-felt than the
relationship between man and woman. Moreover, the idea of
animals representing innocence resonates within these images,
again pandering to Japan’s yearning to revert to their youth.
!29

Meteor Shower, Makiko Kudo, 2015
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Is could be argued that there is some ambiguity with
regards to the gender of the character. In Nara’s and Kudo’s
particularly, there is a case for the character not
necessarily depicting a boy or a girl, but rather the essence
of a person. There are no stereotypical inferences to female,
feminine dress, haircut or persona. In war-time Japan, the
female identity has been framed by phrases such as “good

Blue Sheep, Yoshitomo Nara, 1999

wife” and “wise mother” (Uno, 2005). Defined by men in power,
the female identity served for national purpose. This
ideology has been instilled over the course of history, The
West still engages with notions of orientalism that link the
female Asian identity with sensuality, fantasy and sexual
availability (Said, 1978). Nara and Kudo’s work is refreshing
in it’s non-sensual depiction of the female form, and sense
of individualism portrayed by the characters.
!31

In some respects, femininity and masculinity have not
been so binary in Japan in terms of viewing the feminine as
subordinate to the masculine, equating masculinity to power,
and femininity to weakness. For example, notions of
femininity in the Meiji period, (late 19th to early 20th
Century), equated with qualities of elegance and courtliness,
and this was seen to be a valued trait in men. To conform to
ideas of femininity within Japanese art was also of great
importance (Chino, 2003). At surface level, this may suggest
a level of mutual respect between men and women. However, the
privilege of painting was offered almost exclusively to men.
Ideals of the feminine were also only usually attainable by
the upper class. Femininity was attributed as a desirable
feature by men in power, and allowed men to control and
occupy notions of the feminine within society.
In this way, we can see Takano’s work as more of a
stereotypical portrayal of femininity. Nara and Kudo depict
women beyond the confinements of the masculine and feminine
which is so ingrained in Japan’s history as male assertion of
power across all fields, including the visual field. Nara’s
use of blank canvas behind his figures particularly allows
for women to project themselves within whatever landscape
they choose, unlike Takano’s which are already established
for the viewer. Nara and Kudo’s work feel like abstract
spaces to be occupied and enjoyed by women, whilst Takano’s
work often directly deals with contemporary issues.
These paintings are exemplary in representing the
complicated place Japanese women stand within Japan’s current
culture of sex. The female figure in her work is a vehicle
for provoking thoughts about a woman’s prerogative under the
social climate, complete sexual liberation juxtaposes a dense
history of sexism, patriarchal order, and a strong
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inclination towards racial hygiene and undisrupted family
lineage.
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-ConclusionFrom this essay, I hope to have offered an alternative
approach to understanding these paintings. I personally do
not regard them as a hurried capitalist venture. The
paintings are carefully crafted, and each feels like a
separate entity baring a soul. The young girls are able to
act as a vessel, carrying a message or a spirit, or as a
mirror, allowing her observer to project their own ideas and
emotions onto the painting. Time is slowed by these
paintings, and each takes a considered time to unravel and
appreciate by the viewer. This effect inevitably
differentiates the artist’s works from the endless stream of
kawaii, decorative images produced in Japan, and is
successful in creating a space for contemplation and
introspection.
The artists’ inferences to the current sociopolitical
climate and especially the conditions for women in Japan
differentiate the work from mindless entertainment. There is
a much more thoughtful sentiment to the girls in the images,
and there is intent by the artists to start conversation and
make women question their own ideals and their own condition.
These works situate themselves within a feminist discourse
and there is a sense of provoking women to want more from
their lives than is currently being offered. The visual
language used by the artists is not limiting factor in
conveying a more serious message to an audience. In fact,
using the style is advantageous, as it plants the work within
popularly circulating images and gathers intrigue as a result
of this. Japanese women, and especially young girls, may find
it easier to engage with this type of work as opposed to more
orthodox styles of depicting the female form.
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I would argue that it is vital that work from these
artists circulates Japanese gallery spaces and museums.
Western engagement with the paintings is of some use in
elevating the work from the regular imagery perpetrated by
popular culture. Furthermore, introducing work with less
stereotypical representations of Japanese women is
advantageous to offsetting the chauvinism within orientalist
discourse. However, to be invested in as a collectable and
hung within a wealthy Western home seems at odds with the
aims of these paintings. These are paintings to be enjoyed
and resonated with by Japanese women, and be contributed to
the slowly consolidating picture of the need for feminism in
Japan.
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-Self-Evaluation-

Name: Eleanor McCorry-Hill Course/Pathway: BA Fine
Art: Painting

1. Summarise your aims for the project.

My aims for the project were to unpick major themes from
the paintings I had selected to analyse, and effectively link
them to the relevant research regarding modern and
contemporary Japanese society and politics. I am always very
interested in the visual component to the research and
curating the images and artists I feel are related through
their methodologies. Hence, it was important to me to try to
thoroughly understand the context behind the works as well.
Despite my admiration for the works, I also aimed to
criticise the work from different perspectives as opposed to
just promoting it.

2. How confident are you that the final Major Contextual
Project achieves these aims and communicates your ideas
to others?

It was difficult for me at first to relate the visual
components of the paintings to such specific sociopolitical
circumstances, and at times I felt as though I was trying to
extract contextual meaning from some of the components of the
images that weren’t in fact meaningful. However eventually,
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through more cross examination, I could see that themes were
emerging across all the paintings, and I feel as though I was
finally able to communicate this.
I am happy that I was able to criticise the work through
the lens of popular culture. I feel however that I could have
critiqued the work to a greater extent, perhaps through
different perspectives. I feel I communicated the modern and
contemporary contexts behind the paintings well, but feel I
was limited to the work of very contemporary feminists due to
the language barrier, and a lack of renowned voices. This may
have helped my critique.

3. How has the Major Contextual Project changed your
original understanding (what have you learned)?

I think I now gauge how important art can be to the
public. By the end of writing the essay, I felt very strongly
that the work I looked at should be very accessible to the
Japanese public because of the space for thought it can
create, especially for Japanese women in this instance. This
is not something I was expecting to discover through my
essay. I first saw Makiko Kudo’s work at the Saatchi Gallery
and saw the pieces as forms of escapism. For me, it was
simply a privilege to act as audience to them, and I was not
in need of contemplative space it can actually provide women
in Japan who are struggling against societal pressures.
I understand also that it is important to be critical of
work by an artist, even if you admire them. It has helped me
to understand the reception better towards more controversial
artists like Aya Takano, and see that not all paintings
function in the same way.
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I have a greater appreciation now for the role of popular
culture in Japan and how it is used as a marker for what
society deems acceptable or desirable. When writing on the
topic in the future, I will be able to see that Japanese art
forms can not be so easily distinguished from popular
culture.

4. With hindsight how would you approach the Major
Contextual Project if starting again?

(Please comment

on: time management, use of tutorials, any problems you
encountered and how you dealt with them, as well as on
the subject).

I would have utilised the SOAS library much earlier on as
it has been an incredible resource for me. The majority of my
research has come from their collection, and I have also
completed most of my writing there.
At first, my subject was too broad and too distinctly
chaptered. All the issues I discuss in the essay are
intersectional. I should have approached my research
initially just by finding key authors and writing down my
findings and seeing these intersects form as opposed to
trying to tackle each finding separately, as this stopped me
from discussing some important links between cultural lenses.
I should have been less inclined to edit my work as I
went along. I ended up spending lots of time polishing
paragraphs that I would later only go on to restructure and
rephrase.
I know I work better under pressure and should have taken
this into consideration when planning my writing. If I set
myself specific deadlines for certain chapters/word count,
then perhaps I would have felt less lost at points.
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It would have been good for me to try to get in contact
with some of the artists or their representatives to provide
me with some more specific insights into their thoughts on
where their art fits into the wider world.

5. What advice would you give second year students about to
embark on their Major Contextual Project?
Pick an overarching theme that you thoroughly enjoy but
also don’t know everything about. The research phase should
be as engaging as possible and not seem like a chore.
I really enjoyed gaining access to research through the
SOAS library. Feeling like I was making use of the wide
variety of resources available to students in London was
great. Finding a suitable library for research was very
important to me, and working outside of Wimbledon allowed me
to fully focus and invest properly in my work.
I would also recommend leaving plenty of time to rework
the final draft so that you feel confident with the final
submission.
Keeping a working bibliography also made it very easy to
compile my reference list at the end.
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