Figure 5

Aida Makoto (1965-)

Harakiri Schoolgirls (Suicide Schoolgirls), 1999

Acrylic, print on transparency film, 119 X 84.7 cm

(Reprinted with permission from Mizuma Gallery, Shinjuku, Tokyo)

The violent presentation of the kogyaru and ganguro figures as featured in Aida’s
Harakiri Schoolgirls (1999) reference the decade’s greater awareness of a “wild child”
movement (Figure 5). This 119x84.7cm print is composed of transparency film, and
painted in acrylic paint. It depicts Japanese schoolgirls engaged in a battle of mass
suicide on a public sidewalk. Upon taking a closer look, the viewer will realize that these

schoolgirls are not engaged in a battle against each other, but against themselves. In

78



Harakiri Schoolgirls, the depicted schoolgirls continuously disembowel themselves
through various methods while maintaining gleeful to emotionless facial expressions.
Only one schoolgirl in the center of the composition has not sliced into her own flesh,
and appears to be getting in position to strike down one of her schoolgirl peers beside her.

International curator and critic David Elliott identifies Harakiri Schoolgirls’
composition as loosely based off of the infamously violent and grotesque woodblock
prints of the nineteenth century Japanese artist, Yoshitoshi Tsukioka. Yoshitoshi’s print
series entitled Twenty-eight Famous Murders (1866-1868) featured multiple images of
mutilated and decapitated women, each of which could have served as a point of
reference in Harakiri Schoolgirls. Yoshitoshi’s work has been interpreted as serving to
chronicle the confusions and anxieties of Japanese society as it transitioned from a feudal
society into a Westernized nation state.!>® Aida has specifically chosen to parody
Harakiri Schoolgirls off of Yoshitoshi’s oeuvre for this reason. Similarly,
Harakiri Schoolgirls presents an atmosphere of pure social chaos, which is embodied
within the image of the contemporary schoolgirl during the end of Japan’s lost decade.
The visual fraying of Harakiri Schoolgirls” edges symbolizes Japan’s own fraying of
society by the end of the 1990s.

The schoolgirls are engaged in harakiri, or a ritualistic form of honorable suicide
that originated during Japan’s feudal era. If a samurai or feudal warlord was engaged in

battle and was close to becoming overtaken, the performance of harakiri would guarantee

159 Eric van den Ing and Robert Schaap, Beauty and Violence: Japanese Prints by Yoshitoshi 1839-1892
(Amsterdam: Society of Japanese Arts, 1992), 10.
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their eternal honor. A strong sense of honor was bound to the act of a warrior slicing
open his own abdomen, and the option of harakiri was sometimes offered as an
alternative to an execution sentence. However, in Harakiri Schoolgirls, this extremely
painful and serious ritual has been likened to an amusing children’s game.'"!

In the 1990s, neo-nationalist groups condemned and equated youth movements,
such as the kogyaru and ganguro as self-absorbed and self-referential social suicides.
Cultural anthropologist Laura Miller discusses the narcissism and visual power of the
kogyaru and ganguro image in her study entitled “Bad Girl Photography.” She connects
the 1995 debut of purikura, or coin operated photo-editing machines as a seminal outlet
of rising kogyaru self-expression and self-absorption. Harakiri Schoolgirls presents a
horde of high schoolgirls defying conservative social expectations of self-presentation,
which compositionally mimicking the appearance of these purikura images.!>?
Harakiri Schoolgirls (1999): The Demise of the Submissive Schoolgirl Image

In Harakiri Schoolgirls, the schoolgirls all share various culturally condoned
signifiers. Each of the eight schoolgirls are adorned in the common schoolgirl attire of
preppy dress shirts, knitted cardigans and pleated skirts; however, their skin tones range
from fair to dark. At the center of this composition stands a ganguro schoolgirl

identifiable through her deep tan.

151 David Elliott and Testuya Ozaki, Bye bye Kitty!!!: Between Heaven and Hell in Contemporary Japanese
Art (New York: Japan Society Inc., 2011), 10.

152 Laura Miller, “Bad Girl Photography,” in Bad Girls of Japan, eds. Laura Miller and Jan Bardsley
(Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), 130.
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The hierarchical and overtly Western presentation of this central ganguro
schoolgirl is comparable to contemporary magazines’ recognition of the ganguro within
similar pyramidal diagrams. For example, in May 2000, the magazine Weekly Shukan
Playboy published the pyramidal diagram “The Shibuya Hierarchy,” identifying the
ganguro as the most ferocious female on the schoolgirl food chain.!>* The schoolgirls
that surround the central ganguro figure are depicted in subverting poses in contrast to
the strong, upward stance of the central figure. The schoolgirls’ poses and facial
expressions can be interpreted as both expressing large amounts of pain, but also hints of
flirtation and erotic sensibilities. Their flirtatious body positions reference the
pornographic film and literature movement that had sprung up around their image by the
late 1990s. In comparison, the tall silhouette of this ganguro schoolgirl is physically
unharmed by herself or by her peers. While her fellow classmates gruesomely
disembowel themselves, the central ganguro draws back her long sword and waits to end
the suffering of the schoolgirl who clutches onto her leg in pain, or in sexual ecstasy.
The stance and body position of the central figure identifies her as the most powerful
figure in the composition, as well as the kaishakunin, or the appointed “second” within
the harakiri tradition. The “second” is an individual designated to assist the individual
performing the harakiri ceremony. If the individual engaged in harakiri is unable to
complete the ceremony, their “second” will be signaled to cut off their head. A close
investigation of each schoolgirl’s visual signs and roles within Harakiri Schoolgirls

presents the central ganguro schoolgirl as symbolically assisting in the death of a

133 Kinsella, Schoolgirls, 112.
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conservative Japanese female identity. Comparable to an angel of Death, the central
ganguro schoolgirl passes her judgment on the submissive and socially proscribed
schoolgirl. The central ganguro figure is depicted as triumphing over her kogyaru
counterparts who die in subversion to her image.

The violence depicted casts the image of the schoolgirl as capable of actions
previously unimaginable by the greater Japanese society. Aida’s Harakiri Schoolgirls
serves as a testament to a decade of tremendous societal conflict grounded in changing
gender roles and a national anxiety surrounding the independence of various youth
movements. As the image of the shojo, or more specifically the kogyaru, served as a
vital source of cultural energy and female empowerment, it also served as a vital source
of cultural ridicule and social deterioration. In 1999, a large marketing campaign
dedicated to the return of the pale face beauty emerged. The hallmark tan of the kogyaru
was overrun by the revival of a demurer, European-esque pale face. By the early 2000s,
numerous Japanese women would readopt this pale complexion and provide Aida

Makoto with the next generation of shojo models.
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CHAPTER THREE
Japan’s Idol Industry and the Contemporary Shojo

This final chapter explores how the most recent works of Aida Makoto have
engaged with the shojo image from the early 2000s up until the early 2010s. The image
of the shojo is contemplated in this chapter in regards to the continual struggle of the
Japanese economy. This chapter begins with the revival of the Japanese female idol
industry and its influences on the formation of contemporary Japanese identity.
The emerging media trends, stagnated economy, and ever-evolving forms of technology
all contribute to new readings of the culturally condoned skojo image during the 2000s.
An in-depth analysis of his Edible Artificial Girls Mi-Mi Chan series (2001), Picture of
Waterfall (2007-2010), and Jumble of 100 Flowers (2012) will continue to present Aida’s
perspective on the transitional status of Japanese male and female gendered identities.
The White Beauty Boom

As the kogyaru style established in the1990s began to fade, it was supplanted by
traditionally conservative ideologies pertaining to Japanese feminine beauty. By the
early twenty-first century, the submissive power behind the kogyaru’s hallmark deeply
tanned skin waned due to its wide acceptance among mainstream youth. In its place
came a return to the pale complexion, which signified culturally implicit ideologies of
traditional Japanese femininity. Known as the bihaku bumu, or “beautiful white boom,”

Japanese women’s desire for a pale complexion caused skin-lightening products to fly off
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the shelves.!>* This return to a white complexion among young women and girls
signified the resurrection of a traditional image of Japanese femininity. In general, pale
skin reflects historical ideals regarding the role women were to play in society.

Since Japan’s Heian period (794-1185) feminine beauty has been documented and
embodied through a pale completion. By the nation’s feudal times known as the

Edo period (1603-1867), an artistic genre known as bijin-ga, or portraits of beautiful
women presented the ideal of a pale face. Only Japanese women of the upper classes
during the Edo period were able to afford and participate in this whitening trend, which
led to the pale complexion becoming a sign of social status. It wasn’t until Japan’s Meiji
era (1868-1912) with the flooding of Western technology and customs that the white face
came to signify native tradition and Japanese-ness.'>® Although body frame preferences
have shifted considerably between various eras, the desire for fair, pale skin has remained
a constant ideal throughout Japanese history. Cultural anthropologist Merry White
identifies this return to pale skin as a, “rummaging in patriarch’s memory.”!%°

In alignment with White’s concerns, cultural anthropologist Laura Miller recognizes

Japan’s return to a more conservative image of femininity as symptomatic of greater

shifting social values.

154 Laura Miller, Beauty Up: Exploring Contemporary Japanese Body Aesthetics (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 20006), 35.
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The Revival of the Female Idol Industry

Other related social developments parallel to the bikaku bumu included Japan’s
falling national birthrate, large percentages of stress related suicides among Japanese men
and more and more women refraining from marriage. While Japanese women received
the bulk of the blame for the nation’s declining 1.39 birthrate in 2011, Japanese men also
suffered from a lack of self-worth in regards to fulfilling residual postwar gender roles.'>’
It is within this social atmosphere of disintegrating gender constructs that the Japanese
female idol gained its revival. The Japanese idol embodies and transmits a culturally
acceptable image of Japanese femininity avidly consumed by her male fans.

Since the mid-1990s, Japan’s male white-collar workers have been met with
criticism for their perceived inability to uphold steady jobs. The identity of the male
white-collar worker, or sarariiman, originated from a postwar socially prescribed gender
role that expected him to sacrifice his time and personal health for the good of his
family.!>® However, since Japan’s economic recession lingered on into the late 2000s,
the number of non-regular male employees more than doubled from 1.89 million to 4.15

million over the last two decades.!>® For males between the ages of twenty-five through

157 Andrew Gordon, 4 Modern History of Japan: From Tokugawa Times to the Present
Second Edition (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), 315.

158 A saraiiman, or salaryman is defined typically as a male, white-collar Japanese worker who takes on the
responsibility of being the breadwinner within the nuclear family. Salarymen usually spend long hours
commuting to work and working large amounts of overtime for the upkeep of their socially prescribed male
role, as well as providing a comfortable living arrangement for their families. For more on salarymen
please see: Keiko Hirata and Mark Warschauer, Japan: The Paradox of Harmony (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 2014).
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thirty-four, this demographic more than quadrupled from 210,000 in 1995 to 900,000 by
2009.

A sarariiman’s typically high stress levels from overwork made him susceptible
to two growing health hazards known as kato-jistasu and karoshi. By 2011, kato-jisatsu,
or suicide from overwork claimed one third of the total 30,000 reported suicides
according to the National Police Agency, and continues to be the leading cause of death
for males between the ages of twenty to forty-four.!®® Karoshi is defined as “death from
overwork,” or more commonly referred to as “sarariiman’s sudden death syndrome.”
Karoshi occurs when an individual experiences a sudden heart attack triggered from a
lack of sleep or high stress levels. In addition to the state of the Japanese employment
market and the Japanese male’s struggle to uphold traditionally-codified gendered roles,
a social phenomenon known as “parasite singles,” or young Japanese women abstaining
from marriage and bearing children caused more heated discussions on the state of the
larger Japanese society.'®! In 2010, forty-seven percent of Japanese males between the
ages of thirty to thirty-four were not married, while thirty-seven percent of women within
the same age bracket were also still single.'?

The idol’s image serves as an ideal substitute for the imperfections of the
Japanese woman in contemporary Japanese society. The female idol is purposely cast

within historically conservative gender concepts such as ryosai kenbo, or the

160 Keiko Hirata and Mark Warschauer, Japan: The Paradox of Harmony (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 2014), 31.

161 Hirata and Warschauer, 74.
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longstanding social proverb of “good wife, wise mother.”'%* Ryosai Kenbo upholds that a
women’s role is within the home and at the service of her husband and children.'%
During the idol industry’s revival in the early 2000s, idols were marketed to represent a
conservative female image.

The Japanese female idol industry also experienced a revival within the mass
media. An aidoru, or idol is a young, highly produced and promoted performer who
sings, poses for photos and appears frequently in the media.!%®> Ethnographic sociologist
Aoyagi Hiroshi attributes the concept of this female performer to a 1963 French film
entitled Cherchez L’idole, which was translated at the time as, “In Search of An Idol.”'%
It was the singing and dancing performed by the film’s stars Dany Saval and Frank
Fernandel that inspired the earliest conceptions of this female entertainer within the
Japanese mass media. In Japan, as in other countries throughout the world, idols can be
male or female, and are equally supported by male and female fan bases. This particular
phenomenon of highly commoditized performance groups is not limited to Japan.

Similar comparisons in the West date as far back as the mid-1950s up until the rise in
popularity of American and British male and female music groups, such as N’Sync and
The Spice Girls in the early 1990s. In addition, the immensely popular American program

known as American Idol celebrated its twentieth and final season in 2016.
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Japanese Jimsho

Idol promotion agencies, known as jimsho emerged in the early 1970s and are still
today solely responsible for producing these mass media icons. Beginning in the postwar
period and continuing on into the present, Japan’s top jimsho are responsible for most of
the content within the Japanese entertainment industry. Jimsho are also often connected
to larger industrial monopolies known as keritsu.'®” Similar to the monopolizing
publishing houses that promoted the kogyaru style to both adult men and teenage girls in
the mid to late 1990s, powerful jimsho often control various outlets of television, music
companies and film.

W. David Marx’s study dedicated to the interworking of the jimsho system in
relation to the larger Japanese entertainment market recognizes jimsho as holding most, if
not all the power in entertainment negotiations.'®® The Japanese entertainment industry’s
focus on musical performance creates a structural dependence on jimsho for access to
performers. A jimsho may require television networks to employ smaller or newer
performers for other television shows in exchange for a jimsho’s well-known celebrities.
At present, an estimated 1,600 jimsho are accounted for within Tokyo alone.'®® Jimsho
compete amongst each other for limited television airtime and product sponsorships. The

top agencies are much like the early Hollywood star system, and an idol is often treated

167 Aoyagi, Islands, 47.

188 W. David Marx, “The Jimsho System: Understanding the Production Logic of the Japanese
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as a disposable commodity and can be blacklisted if she attempts to leave her affiliated
Jjimsho.

By the mid-1960s, more than ninety percent of all households owned a television,
which allowed for a shift in popular entertainment.!” The outlet of television became a
routine and personal experience. The struggling domestic film studios were overtaken
by new and powerful idol talent management agencies.'’! In the short span of four years
(1971-1974), the Japanese public had been introduced to over 700 new idols.'”?

Television became the most powerful and influential outlet of mass culture that
elected idols as its new stars. Highly promoted idol groups like Sanin Musume (Three
Daughters) and national idols like Yamaguchi Momoe became the focus of a growing
national audience.!”®> Yamaguchi Momoe came to prominence during the dawning of
Japan’s postwar television age. Alongside schoolgirl-age idols Mori Masako and
Sakurada Junko, Yamaguchi was a part of “The Schoolgirl Trio,” dubbed by the media.
Debuting at age thirteen, Yamaguchi performed in a sailor-style school uniform and sang
songs with rather adult lyrics compared to more conservative idols during the 1950s and
the 1960s.

In 1971, the music program Star Tanjo! (A Star is Born!) debuted and initiated

Japan’s movement of mass produced performers. In the early 1970s, the debut of
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Japan’s idol industry coincided with the nation’s own “youthful” period of rebuilding its
society and economy following World War II. Cultural anthropologist Marilyn Ivy
classifies the nation’s postwar mass culture during this reconstruction period, as
containing no populist dimensions, and argues that its “standardization was linked to the
decline of communally-based popular culture.”!’*
The Female Japanese and the Ren ai Doramu

Idols increasingly starred in television dramas, the most important format of the
1990s. The plots of these popular series focused on themes of love and relationships, and
in Japan these programs often starred schoolgirl characters. The ren’ai doramu, or love
dramas became a crucial vehicle that allowed female idols to become more humanized
and appear more accessible to their audiences.!”® As an idol underwent the process of
becoming a lover, they gained a more memorable position within their audiences’
consciousness. Japanese literary scholar Hilaria Gossmann identifies the audiences’
consumption of television programs such as the Japanese drama in order to develop and
maintain particular gender role identifications.!”®

Gossman presents television as a kind of “significant other,” in which viewers
9

“develop, maintain and revise their self concepts, including perceptions of gender and
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role identification.”!”’ Consumers of these television dramas are invited to re-evaluate
their own gendered identities. Surveys drawn from Japanese men and women who watch
television dramas found that these individuals consumed this form of entertainment in
order to learn about life.!”® As a purveyor of conservative popular culture and capable of
presenting narratives displaying gradual social change, Japanese television dramas reflect
the historical development of contemporary gender roles.

Beginning in the 1990s, serial television dramas began to present home life and
family relationships in Japan in a more critical light. Narratives dedicated to the issues of
mother-fixated sons and wives leaving their husbands depicted a reevaluation of the
Japanese family life ideal. For example, in the 1993 television drama Otona no Kiss
(Adult Kiss) the wife declares her separation from her husband because she feels like
nothing but a mother to him, and is no longer willing to fulfill that role. It is only after
her husband is able to take care of himself that they are again able to be together.
Another series entitled Kamisama Mo Sukoshi Dake... (God, Just a Little Bit Longer...)
(1998) presents the story a schoolgirl that contracts HIV through her participation in a
paid date. During the transformation of becoming a lover, the schoolgirl played by
Fukuda Kyoko undergoes a difficult process of coming to terms with her family, her
lover, and accepting herself. Through the consumption of ren ai doramu, Japanese
individuals are confronted with numerous female idols that embody a history of dramatic

roles, and increasingly feel connected to them through the consumption of these roles.

177 Gossmann, 207.
178 Gossmann, 207.
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The Japanese “Idolization” Process

The effectiveness of Japan’s idol production industry derives from its
re-appropriation of cultural and nationally condoned signifiers pertaining to a
conservative femininity within a particular time in history. Similar to what theorist
Roland Barthes defines as a system of connotation, “a system which takes over the sign
of another system in order to make them its signifiers,” the idol industry appropriates
traditional attributes of femininity to inform both the idol and the processes of
“idolization.”'” Aoyagi Hiroshi defines the latter as a “symbolic process where the idol
frames her personality in a publically adorable way.” '8

In 1971, the inception of two of Japan’s first jimsho: Hori Agency and Sun Music
Productions produced images of femininity within a defined “cute” style. This cute
presentation style required young girls to pose coyly, project pure and modest personas,
and present an exaggeratingly childish demeanor, known as buri-buri isho.'8! Image is
the most important commodity for idol producers. An idol is not valued for her talent,
but rather her ability to stand as a blank canvas for her male producers to decorate. It is
an idol’s responsibility to uphold her highly constructed image for the sake of its
marketable value. A young idol was expected to follow certain rules that forbid her from
partaking in “impure activities” such as drinking, smoking and publically dating in fear of

damaging her marketable image.'®? If an idol does not maintain her socially appealing

179 Roland Barthes, Image Music Text (New York: Hill and Wang, 1977), 36.
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image, she becomes socially unattractive and no longer separate from her audience.
Japanese literary scholar John Whittier Treat defines the idol’s “absence of value [as]
now itself a value,” therefore positioning her as a disposable commodity within the
Japanese entertainment industry.'®> A Japanese idol must remain generic enough for her
fans to be able to project their personal desires onto her, however an idol’s very
generic-ness makes her easy to replace.

The successes of paramount idol groups like Onyanko Club (Kitty Club) and solo
idols like Matsuda Seiko in the 1980s derived from their micro-managed smiles
consumed by an expanding national audience. Idol producer of the prominent 1997
female idol group Morning Musume (Morning Daughter) known as Tsunku identifies his
preferred girl as one capable of something referred to as an “image change.”!'®*
According to Tsunku, an ideal idol candidate is first and foremost obedient within the
“idolization” process, and therefore valued for her lack of a strong sense of self.
Consumption of the Female Idol Image

The formation of a socially and culturally appealing idol image is highly
motivated by its abilities to maximize the consumption of various goods and services.
In advertising campaigns, idols promote the consumption of various goods, while their
images are simultaneously consumed. Since the 1980s “golden age of idols,” which

turned out an unprecedented fifty new idols a year, an idol would debut as an

183 John Whittier Treat, “Yoshitomo Banana Writes Home: Shojo Culture and the Nostalgic Subject,” in
The Worlds of Japanese Popular Culture: Gender, Shifiing Boundaries and Global Cultures, ed. D. P.
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“image character,” or advertising mascot and often provide an “image song,” or short
jingle for a particular good or service.!®® The integration of the idol’s image within
commercials, magazines, television dramas, and billboards placed them within the
everyday lives of Japanese individuals. Therefore, the intertextual presence of the female
idol image generates an intimate relationship between her consumers and herself.

Cultural anthropologist Patrick Galbraith compares the role of the female idol
within the Japanese entertainment industry to media scholar John Fiske’s concept of an
“inescapable intertextuality.”'®® The idol’s image functions within an “inescapable
intertextuality” where, “all texts refer to one another, and not to any external reality.”
This allows her image to serve as an axis around which various media outlets revolve.
The audience’s familiarity with past idols builds upon the identity of new emerging idols.
The Japanese entertainment industry casts idols for various media performances based on
the strength of their “intertexual” profiles.'®’

For example, if a female performer gains a large enough following in music, her
talent agency will interpret this as probable indication for her success in other media
outlets. An idol’s name can be enough to evoke a history of roles and performances that
allow inaki, or entertainment committees composed of T.V. producers, publishing houses

and advertising firms to exploit the idol’s intertexual image for their own agendas.
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The “Post Idol” of the 1990s

However, by the mid to late 1990s, the oversaturation of the cute idol market in
combination with the nation’s fall in economic prominence initiated what Japanese idol
critic Nakamori Akio defines as the “idol winter period.”'®® The idol image that arose out
of the nation’s various social and economic dilemmas in the mid-1990s was no longer
“cute-ified,” but rather a highly sexualized and assertive female identity. The origins of
this “post idol” image reflected larger social trends, such as the female-empowered
kogyaru movement. In response to changing market demands, idol producers adjusted
the connotated image of the cute idol into one emphasizing power and vibrant sexuality.
Head producer of the successful Body Wave talent agency, Yoshinori Mukai asserted that
the “purity of so-called cute idols was a made up image,” and that, “to be pure,” required
a gitl to be, “honest to her senses.”'® Despite Yoshinori’s and Morning Musume
producer, Tsunku’s individual claims, the image of the female idol, whether cute or sexy
continued to be framed by male producers for the consumption of a predominately male

audience.
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Edible Artificial Girls, Mi-Mi Chan (2001)

The literal consumption and exploitation of young girls is presented in Aida
Makoto’s series entitled Edible Artificial Girls,Mi-Mi Chan (2001), which is composed
of eight digitally constructed prints (Figure 6). Parallel with the bikahu bumu, Aida’s
depiction of the youthful shojo transitions from the deeply tanned kogyaru to pale faced
beauties in this series. The name “Mi-Mi” within the series’ title serves as a pun for the
word, bibi, or the Japanese onomatopoeia phrase for delicious. This series of eight

works, each measuring 29.7x42cm, transforms the objectified shojo into a literal edible

commodity.

Figure 6
Aida Makoto (1965-)

Mi-Mi on the Chopping Board, Roast Mi-Mi, Mi-Mi Roll, Chilled Mi-M;i,

Bowl of Rice with Fresh Salmon Roe from Edible Artificial Girls, Mi-Mi Chan series, 2001
Digital prints (a set of eight works), each 29.7 X 42 cm

(Reprinted with permission from Mizuma Gallery, Shinjuku, Tokyo)

96



In each digital print a watercolor-esque technique of uneven painterly hues is employed
to depict these girls as they are chopped, squeezed and sliced in preparation for
consumption. The series includes a short narrative of a future world tormented by
hunger.

The mass consumption of the young female image through the pop cultural outlet
of the Japanese idol industry has been thoroughly investigated by cultural anthropologist
Patrick Galbraith in “Idols: The image of Desire in Japanese Consumer Capitalism.”
Galbraith argues that a Japanese female idol “integrates [both] the libidinal and material
economy of images,” in order to “gather and focus desire, and becomes a commodity in
and of itself.”!”® Further referencing Jacques Lacan’s formation of the ego and theory of
lack, Galbraith asserts that consumers of these young female images pursue these objects
of desire, however in possessing them only further perpetuates their pursuit.!”! Aida’s
Edible Artificial Girl Mi-Mi Chan series compares the everyday consummative process
of eating with that of the consumption of idol images, inferring that the desire for the
young female image has become so prevalent and essential to the lives of their consumers
that it will rival food in the future.

In order to resolve worldwide food shortages, Edible Artificial Girl Mi-Mi Chan
»192

is developed to, “devote...herself to [the] fulfill[ment] of the appetite of men.

Each of this series’ prints transforms the image of the pure, youthful skojo into a

190 Galbraith 185.
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different Japanese dish, such as Roast Mi-Mi, Mi-Mi Roll and Bow! of Rice with Fresh
Salmon Roe. In Chilled Mi-Mi, the literal packaging of two young edible girls
symbolizes the marketability and cultural packaging of the female image in order to be
consumed by the masses. One print from the series entitled Mi-Mi on the Chopping
Board can be related to the “idolization” practice of the Japanese idol industry. The nude
miniaturized girl is laid across a wooden cutting board as a hovering knife prepares to
transform the girl into an appetizing dish. The young girl’s figure mentally registers as a
blank canvas and is laid across a cutting board in preparation for her customer’s orders.

In this series’ other prints like Roast Mi-Mi and Mi-Mi Roll, girls maintain
flirtatious expressions as they are sliced into. In both of these prints the girls are depicted
lying down either on a plate of greens or on a sushi roller in preparation for consumption.
In contrast to their inviting expressions, each girl’s hands are depicted clasped together,
visually registering as if they have been tied up against their will. These young girls’
submissive body positions remind one of Japanese S&M pornography narratives that
often center around schoolgirls being restrained and raped.'*

The piece entitled Bow! of Rice with Fresh Salmon Roe most blatantly
incorporates the presence and dominance of the male consumer. Two hairy male hands
grasp Mi-Mi Chan’s torso and proceed to squeeze red salmon roe from her vagina onto a

bowl of white rice. This erotic and disturbing depiction can be read as the taking of the

193 Mark D. West Lovesick Japan: Sex, Marriage, Romance, Law (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2011),
158. In 2002, a case involving a paid date turned abduction tragically concluded with a twelve-year-old
schoolgirl being sprayed with mace, hand-cuffed, and locked inside a car. In urgency to flee the abductee’s
car, the young girl tragically fell out of the car onto the highway fracturing her skull and dying instantly.'%
This abduction case was understood and ruled as the outcome of the man’s obsessive consumption of rape-
based adult videos, which had ultimately led him to carry out his personal desires in real life.
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young girl’s virginity, symbolically represented by the spilling of the red salmon eggs on
top of a bed of white rice. Aida’s decision to unite these exploitive images with the
essential human activity of eating propels the artist’s insight on the troubling extent of the
young female image’s consumption. As Mi-Mi Chan is created and prepared for the
consumption of her male customers; the contemporary Japanese idol is similarly prepared
for the viewer’s consumption.
Female Japanese Idols as Quasi-Companions

The most successful and enduring idol group since 2005 is made up of 48
ever-changing female members known as AKB48, or Akiharaba 48. Akiharaba refers to
a particular subcultural district in Tokyo glorified for its futuristic endeavors in
technology and Japan’s latest pop cultural trends. Comparable to the thirty-nine
schoolgirls depicted in Aida Makoto’s Picture of Waterfall (2007-2010) soon to be
discussed these girls serve as deliberately similar cultural signs. In 2012, this schoolgirl-
themed idol group had sold a total of 11.8 millions cd’s, therefore ranking as Japan’s
most successful female group of all time.!*  AKB48’s forty-eight members have been
recognized by sociologist Ogawa Hiroshi for revolutionizing what he defines as gijiteki-
nakama, or the idea of the “quasi-companion.”'*> This contemporary idol group
promoted itself as a group of, “idols you can meet,” which created a greater sense of

intimacy between their fans and themselves.!”® The two hundred or so members in

194 Galbraith and Karlin, 21.
195 Aoyagi, Pop Idols and Asian Identity, 312.
196 Galbraith and Karlin, 17.
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AKBA48 served as accessible objects of desire that engage their male fans through hand
shaking ceremonies, public photo shoots and performances without the fear of rejection.

The idol group AKB48, which has gained a reputation of manipulating and
exploiting its predominately male fans, is a prime example of the profit to be made off of
extreme fans.!”” AKB48’s business philosophy centers on the concept that the greater
consumption of the idol group through goods and concerts will lead to a better quality
experience. An annual AKB48 election allows fans to vote for their favorite idols based
on how many of the idol group’s cd’s they’re willing to purchase. The purchase of one
designated cd equates to one vote in this event, therefore creating an ingenious marketing
strategy. Fans are encouraged to purchase multiple cd’s in order to prove their
commitment to their favorite idol. Other more controversial AKB48 marketing
campaigns involving the group’s eighth single urged fans to collect forty-four distinct
posters bundled randomly with the single. If a fan were able to collect all forty-four
posters, which meant the inevitable purchasing of more than forty-four copies of the
single, they would be granted attendance to an exclusive AKB48 event. AKB48 hand
shaking events also functioned on this one cd purchase equates to one handshake rule.!*®

However, ever so often, an idol’s fantasy persona is tainted through the breaking
of one of their highly regimented rules. On January 31, 2013, Minegishi Minami, a

longtime member of the AKB48 group was caught dating a male singer; therefore

197 AKB438 stands for Akiharaba 48, referring to the electronic and popular subculture district located in
Akiharaba, Tokyo. The number forty-eight references the number of girls in the idol group, however the
group has expanded to over 200 members by the late 2000s.

198 Galbraith and Karlin, 16.
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breaking the no-romance idol code.!” The following day, as a form of self-punishment,
Minegishi uploaded a video to the idol group’s website publically apologizing to her fans
and presenting a completely shaven head. The act of shaving one’s head in Japan is a
cultural practice associated with deep personal remorse, however the extremity of this act
perceived by media outlets outside of Japan caused the video to go viral. Whether
Minegishi’s actions were purely her own, or concocted by the idol’s management team,
AKBA48 received an unprecedented period of international media attention following the
upload of Minegishi’s apology video.

The walls in ABK48’s personal theater located in Akiharaba, Tokyo, are adorned
with small brass plaques that recognize idol fans attendance to over one hundred of the
group’s performances.’”’ An AKB48 fan describes his pilgrimages to the AKB48 theater
as entering a, “dreamland that brings you fairy tales.”?*! AKB48’s theater is an escape,
which allows Japanese men to escape the stress and obligations of their personal lives and
become engulfed in a realm of pure fantasy. The images of idol groups like AKB48
project traditional social values of female chastity and sincerity. Media specialist
Inamasu Tatsu recognizes the hypocrisy within these constructed idol images. Inamasu
asserts that, “idols appear to be very pure, but they are actually doing something very

impure-trying to get money from people’s pockets.”?%?

19 Wendy Xie, “Japanese Idols in Trans-Cultural Reception: The Case of AKB48,” Virginia Review of
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Picture of Waterfall (2007-2010)
In Aida Makoto’s Picture of Waterfall (2007-2010); an acrylic on canvas painting
measuring 439x272cm, a horde of schoolgirls is embedded into a lush, mountainous

landscape (Figure 7).

Figure 7

Aida Makoto (1965-)

Picture of Waterfall, 2007-2010

Acrylic on canvas, 439 X 272 cm

(Reprinted with permission from Mizuma Gallery, Shinjuku, Tokyo)
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This piece displays a total of thirty-nine young girls swimming, splashing and
jumping in excitement. Apart from the two schoolgirls adorned in their schoolgirl
uniforms; the majority of these girls are depicted in school-regulated swimsuits that
include individual nametags located on their chests. The plethora of carefree and
energetic girls in Picture of Waterfall recreates an atmosphere comparable to the fantastic
wonderlands of contemporary idol theaters.

The formation of large female entertainment groups such as Onyanko Club and
AKB48 has allowed fans to maintain a sense of agency when supporting their stars.
Cultural anthropologist Merry White argues that through consumer research,
entertainment groups are constructed to match the various identified tastes among
youth.2® Female performance groups composed of a large selection of girls maintain a
wide range of specific personalities that function as information-saturated images.

For example, cultural theorist Otuska Eiji defines the idol fan’s pleasure in collecting
these idol images as “reconstructing the narrative.”?%

In Picture of Waterfall, Aida constructs a narrative through the images of the
various schoolgirls, and their relation to the symbolic landscape that surrounds them.
In Aida’s Picture of Waterfall, each schoolgirl acts as a visual marker or cartouche
mimicking the format of a pilgrimage mandala, which traces the route of an ancient

Shinto pilgrimage path.

203 Merry White, “The Marketing of Adolescence in Japan: Buying and Dreaming,” in Women, Media, and
Consumption in Japan ed. Lise Skov and Brian Moeran (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1995), 266.
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The large format and spiritual landscape of Picture of Waterfall connect it to an
ancient and immersive Japanese art genre known as the mandala-etoki tradition. Etoki
was a form of visual storytelling delivered by a Buddhist preacher in relation to an
immersive mandala composition. A mandala depicted a complex visual interpretation of
Buddhist paradises, hells, legends of seminal monks and eventually real pilgrimage
routes.?®> The cool and refreshing mountain atmosphere of Picture of Waterfall
functions as visual embodiment for the Japanese concept of seishun, or youth, which can
be literally translated as green spring. The combination of the shojo motif and this
culturally embedded landscape cultivate a vision of a world far removed from social
expectations. Since the early eleventh century, the mountain has served and has been
depicted as a spiritual retreat within Japanese mandalas. The layering of the shojo motif
on top of a mandala’s visual system allows them to embody sanctified realms located
within human and the sacred spheres.

The landscape of Picture of Waterfall is comparable to a pilgrimage site known as
Kumano located in Japan’s southeast coast in its Kii prefecture. This is plausible by the
direct translation of the schoolgirls nametags and their correlation to various pilgrimage
stations located in historical pilgrimage mandalas dedicated to Kumano. By the
mid-twelfth century, authoritative publications such as The Origins of Various Mountains
(1180) recognized the rivers and ponds found at the Kumano pilgrimage site to be able to

urify the soul.>®® The “mandala-zation” of Kumano can be found in earlier artworks,
purity

205 Tkumi Kaminishi, Explaining Pictures: Buddhist Propaganda and Etoki Storytelling in Japan
(Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2006), 19.
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such as the Nachi Pilgrimage Mandala (1600). This mandala depicts the route a
prospective pilgrim would take in the seventeenth century. An etoki, or an oral presenter
of mandalas, would create an immersive experience through the retelling of a pilgrimage
depicted in such works in front of a large audience. The oral and visual components of
the mandala-etoki tradition are strikingly similar to the role of an idol’s image within the
imagination of her admirers. The efoki-mandala performance was performed to those
who were unable to make a sacred pilgrimage, and therefore, this performance brought
the pilgrimage to them. Similarly, the mass advertising and marketing strategies
surrounding idols create a public presence that fosters personal connections among the
populace through their goods and performances.

The immersive and escapist environment created by idol group performances can
also be more privately enjoyed through the media outlet known as idol “image videos.”
The image video was originally developed to promote company products; however, it
was adopted by the idol industry to showcase its girls.?®’ Idol image videos serve as a
form of non-nude erotica, and present the idol from a first person perspective. These
image videos often take place in private settings with a tendency for voyeuristic scenes of
the idol in bed or in the shower. An idol is often filmed stripping down into a swimsuit
or her underwear, and often proceeds to take up a variety of erotically charged poses for
the camera.

In Picture of Waterfall, the image of the Japanese schoolgirl is depicted in various

poses and activities. The schoolgirls’ poses in combination with the ample amounts of

207 Galbraith, 195.
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exposed skin remind the viewer of media outlets such as image videos when
contemplating Picture of Waterfall. Japanese male consumers of idol image videos stress
a sense of purity within them. They are expected to, “heal and energize them their
through their stressful lives.”?*® In this composition, the large crowd of pure and
innocent schoolgirls is compared to the equally pure sense of the landscape.
The schoolgirls depicted in this lush landscape embody the Shinto concept of harai, or
the process of restoring the balance in the natural world. The restoring of this natural
balance includes ritualistic practices, such as misogi, which is the purification practice of
washing one’s body in a sacred water source like the Nachi waterfall; an individual’s
inner mind and personal behavior could be cleansed. Therefore, Picture of Waterfall’s
presentation of schoolgirls bathing in a sacred waterfall emphasizes the complete purity
associated with their identity. The abundant clusters of moss found throughout the
composition can also be attributed to the practice of musubi, which according to Shinto
beliefs, is defined as the generating of pure spirit and life. The joyous schoolgirls in
Picture of Waterfall generate new life and pure spirit symbolized by the abundant patches
of moss throughout this piece.

Cultural anthropologist Aoyagi Hiroshi recognizes the role of the Japanese idol as
similar to that of a kami, or sacred spirit within the nation’s native Shinto religion.>*
The performances and fantasies an idol provides for her fans can be theorized as a form

of purification, much like a kami’s service of answering the prayers of its followers.

208 Galbraith, 196.
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Kumano’s sacred pilgrimage route includes a sacred waterfall known as the Nachi
waterfall. The Nachi waterfall is recognized as one of the earliest manifestations of kami
worship within Kumano’s pilgrimage route. Gradually, Kumano’s pilgrimage route
gained the title of a “woman’s womb,” for pilgrim’s belief in its strong healing powers.
In the Shinto belief system, kami and humans are believed to take the same form,
while the Japanese landscape is believed to be a shared realm for both humans and
kami.?!® In Picture of Waterfall, each individual schoolgirl serves as a visual marker
within a traditional mandala composition. The thirty-nine schoolgirls depicted are
pronounced in Japanese as “3+9”, or sankyu. The phrase sankyu is widely used as a
pronunciation shortcut for the English phrase “thank you,” and endures this image with a
sense of appreciation comparable to the appreciation felt by idol fans. Each schoolgirl’s
nametag has been re-appropriated to serve as a marker for the schoolgirl’s location within
the pilgrimage route. A detectable pilgrimage path is retraceable through each of the
schoolgirls nametags starting with the girl in the lower right corner up until the tall,
standing schoolgirl in the upper left corner. The schoolgirl’s nametag in the upper left
corner reads as mene, or summit, which connects her to the small shrine on her right.
Picture of Waterfall’s less apparent pilgrimage route is comparable to the pilgrimage

route depicted in the previously mentioned Nachi Pilgrimage Mandala (1600).

210 Motohisa Yamakage, The Essence of Shinto: Japan’s Spiritual Heart. (Tokyo: Kodansha
International, 2006), 118.
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In addition to the wide array of religious signifiers present in Picture of Waterfall,
a number of cultural signifiers are also can also be detected, many originating from
Japan’s waka poetry tradition, and creating another layer of implicit readings.

Through the recognition of kigo, or seasonal poetic signifiers, “a shared, comprehensive
and highly encoded representation of nature as it is related to Japanese everyday life,”
can be understood.?!!

The visual and emotive kigo found throughout Picture of Waterfall work to create
an ideal embodiment of summer within the Japanese cultural mindset. In comparison to
the other three seasons, the season of summer is understood as a transitional period.

The first summer kigo recognizable in this piece is the natsu yama, or summer mountain.
A typical summer mountain envisioned by the Japanese cultural mindset revolves around
a lush evergreen forest. In Picture of Waterfall, the deep evergreen forest that frames and
mingles with the schoolgirls includes native Japanese tree varieties such as, Japanese oak,
cedar and bamboo, which are all culturally associated with immortality.?!'> The immortal
symbolism embedded within this natural landscape is equally matched by the youthful
invincibility projected by the demeanors of the thirty-nine schoolgirls.

The next distinguishable kigo is the hototogisu, or smaller cuckoo located in the
bottom right corner of the piece. As a migratory bird, the hototogisu’s cry serves as the
bright and cheerful signifier for summer. This seasonal bird’s voice is also associated

with love poems, longing, loneliness and irrepressible desires. The hototogisu’s strong

21! Haruo Shirane, Japan and the Culture of the Four Seasons (New York: Columbia University Press,
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connotation with love and longing are comparable to typical idol lyrics that focus on first
love encounters and painful heartbreak.?!® Directly above the hototogisu, a koi, or carp
breaks free from a schoolgirl’s grasp. The koi serves as another kigo associated with love
and romantic relationships through its phonetic pronunciation. Koi, in combination with
the Japanese word for person, or Aifo is combined to form the word, koibito, or lover.

In Picture of Waterfall, the koi’s attempt to climb the rapids is a cultural symbol
embedded with ideas of success and social ascent. 2'* Lastly, the schoolgirl depicted in
the process of changing into her swimsuit refers to the kigo known as koromogae.
Koromogae, or the changing into one’s summer clothes is another cultural signifier
related to the transitional nature of summer within the Japanese mindset.

In addition to the wide variety of kigo located in Picture of Waterfall, poetic
constructs known as haikai, or combinations of classical waka poetry connotations with
pop cultural activities have also been incorporated.?!® For example, since the seventeenth
century, oyogi, or swimming has become a cultural signifier for summer and is
prominently incorporated in Picture of Waterfall. The culturally invested summer
signifiers in this composition connect the concepts of love, memory, depression, and
nostalgia within the image of Japanese schoolgirl. The schoolgirl, or shojo functions as
her own kigo and it’s presented as a comforting and healing spirit comparable to the

relationship between the contemporary Japanese idol and her followers.
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The Female Japanese Idol as a Construction of Information

The Japanese idol has increasingly served as a vessel for information.
Postmodern literary critic N. Katherine Hayles identifies the, “dominant contemporary
understanding of the body is one of virtuality,” which allows information to become more
important than its material forms.?!® This concept of virtuality or an information-based
identity has been a part of the Japanese idol’s self-presentation approach since its
inception. Toshindai, or the “life-sized” presentation aesthetic of most idols, instructs
that an idol must produce feelings of solidarity between her audience and herself.?!”
According to the guidelines of foshindai, an idol must maintain flawless manners, yet
remain relatable and accessible to her fans. Therefore, an idol is not expected to appear
extremely talented, but rather, hardworking and worthy of encouragement from her loyal
fan base. By the 1980s, an idol’s endorsing of fiction and reality resulted in instances of
self-parody.

For example, late-1980s idol, Moritaka Chisato grew in popularity through the
attention she brought to her image’s own artificiality. Moritaka blatantly exposed her
lack of ability and authenticity through album releases like Hijitsuryoku-ha Sengen, or

Non-Ability Proclamation (1989), that proclaimed her complete lack of talent. Although

this may seem like a contradictory statement, an idol’s balance between fiction and

216 Daniel Black, “Digital Bodies and Disembodied Voices: Virtual Idols and the Virtualized Body,”
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non-fiction is what holds the Japanese idol industry together. By the 1990s, the rapid
growth of personal computers and then accessible software allowed consumers of idol
culture to modify the last component of their fantasy: the woman who performed the idol.
The Japanese idol increasingly served as a vessel for information.

Debut of the Japanese Virtual Idol

In the mid-1990s, prominent Japanese idol agencies and software publishers like
Horipro and eFrontier launched Japan’s first virtual idols. The first known as Kyoko
Date, was designed to simulate the already highly constructed identity of a Japanese
female idol.2!® Although both a living idol and a virtual idol depended on technology to
construct their carefully controlled public personas, a virtual idol could avoid the issue of
aging, scandals and tantrums that often threatened the life span of a living idol.?"

In 1997, eFrontier launched Yuki Terai, a virtual idol based on a fictional comic
book character, and a specific subcultural demographic that posed a ready market.
Japanese animation producer and lecturer, Okada Toshio identifies virtual idols like Terai
as very attractive for “idol otaku,” or “possessor(s) of extensive knowledge about
particular areas of popular culture” who are specifically attracted to the fictional qualities
of living and virtual idols.??® These virtual female idols allowed for a mental blurring of

these living idols with fictional characters.?!
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The fictional personalities of real-life and virtual idols are both avidly consumed
by their audiences; however, the degree of an idol’s fictive identity has also proved to be
a delicate topic. In June 2011, AKB48 debuted its first virtual idol member known as
Eguchi Aimi. The first appearance of Eguchi among her idol group members was within
a Glico ice cream commercial. The fact that Eguchi’s virtual existence was publically
unannounced before the airing of this commercial instilled AKB48 fans with feelings
resentment and rage toward the idol group’s agency. AKB48 supporters felt embarrassed
and played for fools by the idol’s management team. AKB48 head producer Akimoto
Yasushi dubbed Eguchi as the, “ultimate idol,” and defended her as not lacking any of the
essential qualities of a living idol.??> Eguchi Aimi was created through the combining of
various physical features from the idol groups living members. This process of
constructing a virtual idol through the attributes of other living idols was later made
accessible to AKB48 fans via the idol group’s website; allowing each fan to create their
own “ultimate idol.” The dubbing of a purely digital entity as an “ultimate idol”
solidifies the upmost importance of an idol’s artificiality. A virtual idol’s literal
construction process equates to an “ultimate fantasy,” in which her male consumers

exercise complete control over her image.
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Jumble of 100 Flowers (2012)

In Aida Makoto’s piece entitled Jumble of 100 Flowers (2012), a 200x1750cm
long canvas depicts a relentless flood of nude, purple-haired girls running towards the
viewer (Figure 8). The colorfully disorienting and pixelated background is reminiscent
of a television screen or a virtual world found within a video game. The combination of
the shojo youthful vitality, naive joy and near-identical bodies of these shojo resembles

the production and presentation process of the Japanese contemporary female idol.

Figure 8

Aida Makoto (1965-)

Jumble of 100 Flowers, 2012-2014

Acrylic on canvas, 200 X 1750 cm

(Reprinted with permission from Mizuma Gallery, Shinjuku, Tokyo)

The sporadically embedded cross hairs, commonly found in first-person shooter
video games, are distinguishable throughout this long and immersive composition. These
crosshairs clearly relate to the explosive nature of these virtual figures, and appear at sites
where these young girls explode into fireworks of cute cultural signifiers. As each of

these girl’s bodies are targeted and explode into showers of bubbles, candies, stars,
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butterflies, strawberries and flowers they transform into literal symbols associated with
Japanese innocence.

Although the general atmosphere is one of cheer, its content is morbidly violent.
The wholesale destruction of these shojo figures can be contemplated within the short
lifespan of the average idol, which typically lasts as long as she appears youthful and
innocent. The female idol is presented as a highly marketable commodity that is
continuously replaced by younger generations.

By the mid to late 2000s, the highly produced identity of the Japanese female idol
shared many similarities with the contemporary Japanese sarariiman. As with the
submissive idol, the ideal Japanese sarariiman was defined as non-aggressive and
remained, “quietly determined, respectful to his bosses and never voic[ing] opposition to
his managers.”??* This submissive power struggle experienced by Japanese male workers
helped stimulate a revival for the Japanese idol industry, and allowed Japanese
sarariiman to mentally reclaim their authority over their female counterpart.

The preservation of a conservative, postwar-defined male identity was realized through

the marketing and promoting of a non-threatening female identity.
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CONCLUSION

This thesis has sought to establish more English language scholarship on the
contemporary Japanese artist Aida Makoto. The purpose of this discussion is to present
Aida Makoto’s work as critically engaging in the discourse of Japanese identity alongside
his more internationally well-known peers, such as Murakami Takahashi. It is probable
that Aida’s work has struggled to find a strong audience in the West particularly for his
work’s engagement with a visual vocabulary heavily embedded with mass cultural
signifiers particular to Japan, as well as his trademark presentation style of more shocking
and disturbing compositions than his contemporaries. While Aida’s contemporaries like
Murakami and his artist management company, Kaikai Kiki Co. Ltd.’s work have been
introduced to the Western art market as heavily embedded within mass cultural
vocabularies, their visual depictions have been recognized as more marketable and
digestible to larger Western audiences.

Aida Makoto has employed the culturally and historically embedded image of the
Japanese shojo throughout his artistic career as a way to chronicle the great societal
changes of Japan’s first and second “lost decades.” The shojo is commonly defined as a
female individual at the societal crossroads between adolescence and adulthood.

While male social critics cast the shojo in the 1980s as a culturally defined signifier for
consumption, commodification and narcissism, the skojo has also been more positively
perceived as one of the freest social segments in Japanese society. The cultural concept
of the shojo has gradually gained an understanding of being neither grounded in the male

or female body, “but rather [as] something importantly detached from the productive
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economy of heterosexual reproduction.”??* Therefore, as a liminal and transformative
concept of identity, the shojo has come to serve as a symbol that is either criticized or
celebrated within Japanese contemporary society.

In unison with historical production of “the girl” as a site for society’s struggle
with important issues of modernity, Aida Makoto’s engagement with the transformative
sign of the shojo has been discussed through this study’s three chapters.??* In Chapter
One the consumerist image of the shojo is explored as an embodiment of Japanese
society as a whole as Japan’s prosperous global image is broken down through economic,
political and historical transitions. Chapter Two retraced the shojo’s social
transformation from a cute, demure and culturally condoned image of femininity, to a
cool and confident individual within the media’s proclaimed “women’s decade” of the
mid to late 1990s. The shojo, or more specifically the Japanese schoolgirl movement
referred to as the “kogyaru trend,” is comparatively contemplated against the backdrop of
Japan’s declining employment rates and breakdown of its national education system.
Lastly in Chapter Three, the shojo image returns to a conservative presentation of
artificial femininity and discussed in context with Japan’s media-driven idol industry.

While the image of the shojo is depicted throughout Aida’s images discussed in
this study, it is important to remember that the shojo sign tells a story of the gender

relations, historical transitions and media consumption trends that creates a complete
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understanding of Japanese identity. The future role of the shojo can be contemplated by
its growing global recognition within various media outlets imported throughout Asia.
Beginning in the 1980s through the 1990s, Japan’s cultural presence in Asia had become
more extensive, advertising Japanese female idols as, “symbols of transcendence,” for
these economically developing countries to follow as “lifestyle models.””*2

The consumption of Japanese products was revered as a means of projecting oneself into
a modern and dynamic world. This importation of Japanese media culture has arisen a
debate on whether this flow of “lifestyle models,” should be guarded against as a form of
cultural imperialism or a result of the swiftly globalizing world.

In regards to the importation of Japanese idol media throughout Asia, film scholar
Christopher Howard argues from a production-oriented standpoint that the Japanese idol
industry emphasis on quantity in marketing strategies hinders the industry’s potential for
transnationalizing its idol subjects.??” Asian literalist Leo Ching stresses in regards to
Japan’s consumer connections with Taiwan that a “scrutiny of the system versus [an]
individual constituent” is paramount within today’s global economy. Ching’s study of
Taiwanese-Japanese cultural exchange in the 1990s up until the present recognizes

Japan’s economic prowess in Taiwan in relation to Taiwanese producers’ eagerness to

imitate Japanese cultural products for profit.?® The area of Japanese popular music
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encompassing Japanese idols is the number one imitated outlet of Japanese media
throughout the Newly Industrialized Economies or NIE, which include countries like
China, Indonesia and the Philippines.??’

Young people within Asian countries consider Japanese popular culture as a
source of new trends, and consume Japanese products like idol music to establish valued
self-identity. Contemporary Japanese artist and scholar Shimada Y oshiko is concerned
with the younger generations of these Asian countries disregard of history, and argues
that Japanese cultural and political institutions use the popularity of these products to suit
their own agendas.*° For example, throughout the late 2000s the Japanese government
elected a number of “cartoon cultural ambassadors” to broadcast a friendly and
nonthreatening image.

In 2009, the kawaii taishi, or “ambassadors of cute,” were comprised of three
trendy young Japanese girls who were recognized as important ambassadors of a
marketable and unthreatening international image.?*! The kawaii taishi are symbolic of
what anthropologist Christine Yano argues as Japan’s “pink globalization,” or the
nation’s widespread distribution and consumption of Japanese cute goods.>*

In alignment with McGray’s recognition of “Japan’s gross national cool,” in 2002,

referring to the growing popularity of anime (cartoons), manga (comics) internationally,

and Nye’s “soft power” theory, recognizing Japan’s contemporary economic prowess
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and Contemporary Japanese Art, ed. Fran Lloyd (London: Reaktion Books, 2002), 188.

2! Christine Yano, “Wink on Pink: Interpreting Japanese Cute as It Grabs the Global Headlines,” Journal
of Asian Studies 68 (2009): 685.

232 Yano, 683.
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deriving from its “ability to indirectly influence behavior or interests through cultural or
ideological means,” Yano recognizes this feminized visual language of cute as Japan’s
current course of re-masculinizing its national image. Shimada combats the claim of
Japanese superiority based off of the success of its popular culture and instead urges for
the creation of “a new way of thinking about social and political issues,” one that

“is aware of the complex nuances of difference through the positioning of gender, class
and sexuality.”?*

Aida Makoto’s works featured in this study were chosen on account of their
continual engagement with the shojo sign as a highly intertextual cultural signifier.
Relatable to Roland Barthes’ “code of connotation” and de Certeau’s ‘ways of operating’
Aida simultaneously presents the cultural sign of the shojo within Japanese political,
historical, social and mass cultural narratives, while infusing his images with his own
artistic statement. In this study, Aida’s works have been reduced to a system of
significations, with the shojo at the center of a culturally and historically charged visual
narrative. An artwork by Aida accomplishes this by the “composition of the image
evoking the memory or innumerable alimentary paintings,” films, political events and
social trends that send the viewer to an “aesthetic signified.”?** The compositions
featured in this discussion continuously connect to and present a timeline of Japanese art

history, therefore grounding the image of the shojo within the history and heavily cultural

system of signifiers.

233 Shimada, 189-90.
234 Roland Barthes, “Rhetoric of the Image,” In The visual culture reader, eds. Nicholas Mirzoeff (London:
Routledge, 2002), 136.
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Similar to the manner in which Guy Debord writes of postwar visual culture—
what he calls “the spectacle”—the shojo is “not [just] a collection of images; rather it is a
social relationship between people that is mediated by images.”?** 1t is hoped that this
preliminary study of Aida Makoto in English and the multiple possible interpretations of
the shojo image itself will intrigue and inspire more researchers to participate in this
academic discussion dedicated to the better understanding of the artist’s work outside of

Japan.

235 Guy Debord, “The Society of the Spectacle, In The visual culture reader, eds. Nicholas Mirzoeff
(London: Routledge, 2002), 142.
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