PRRKR =T EHENTFREZ+ —EHENAREREMBEN
MERE —(BAXZE) (BEEXHIAF)

Ground Zero Japan and The Door into Summer: Two Exhibitions
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1: War Picture Returns, 1995-1999. Works by Aida Makoto. Installation view, “Ground Zero Japan” exhibition at Contemporary Art Gallery, Art Tower
Mito, Ibaraki, Japan, 1999-2000. Photo by Yoichi Inoue. Courtesy of Mizuma Art Gallery

2: Bunker Bunker, 1998-1999 (Centre). Atom Car (Yellow), 1998 (Left and Right). Works by Yanobe Kenji. Installation view, “Ground Zero Japan”
exhibition at Contemporary Art Gallery, Art Tower Mito, Ibaraki, Japan, 1999-2000. Photo by Yoichi Inoue. Courtesy of YAMAMOTO GENDAI
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In 2007, Midori Matsui curated an exhibition entitled The Door
into Summer: The Age of Micropop at the Art Tower Mito in
Ibaraki, Japan.

It was an epoch-making exhibition, indicating a turning point
in Japanese contemporary art, because Midori Matsui provided
a conceptual framework for artists who loosely had a similar
tendency in their artistic practice in the late 1990s and 2000’s.
She named the concept “Micropop”.

Around the same period, or just before, there were several artists
who featured political or strategic concepts in their art, such as
Makoto Aida, Takashi Murakami, Tsuyoshi Ozawa, Kenji Yanobe,
Norimizu Ameya and others. Their works revealed distortions in
the Japanese society following the rapid economic growth period,
challenged taboos, created anomalous landscapes in urban
Japan, and utilised Japanese subcultural objects in their works
to examine exoticism and popular cultural icons. Focusing on
these strong social messages, Noi Sawaragi curated an exhibition
entitled Ground Zero Japan (1999-2000), Mito Art Tower,
Ibaraki, Japan). Sawaragi tried to examine the influence of the
post-Cold War world framework in Japanese contemporary art
in the exhibition, including several historical master artists like
Taro Okamoto and Shomei Tomatsu.

The exhibition was inspired by Sawaragi’s own book, Japan
Contemporary Art (1998)1. He argued that Japan had been
trying to catch up to the Western world after its defeat in World
War II. It had had certain success in economic terms, but many
gaps and several cultural distortions remained, especially in
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contemporary art. The exhibition gathered artists and works that
tried to create a truly Japanese contemporary art, by “resetting”
to Zero. The exhibition included not only fine art but also music
and mass culture (such as TV animation), and tried to picture
“Reality” from Japanese artists’ perspective. In addition, the
show’s inclusion of Kenji Yanobe’s installation on the Chernobyl
nuclear plant explosion2, and Takashi Murakami’s installation3
that includes a painting of a mushroom cloud and dazzling light
seem to have prophesised the state of Fukushima today.

However the artists that emerged in the late 1990s, who exhibited
at Matsui’s exhibition, had a different tendency. These artists
included Koki Tanaka, Taro Izumi, Kaworu Arima, Michihiro
Shimabuku and others. At first glance, their works of art have

no political message, no distinguished technique, and no special
visual elaborations. Sometimes their works seems to be absurd
or like a joke, such as Taro Izumi’s videos where the artist draws
the lines on a TV and erases them again and again4, or syncs the
calls of animals with the pages of the animal picture book>.

Though the media of the works varied, the techniques are rather
simple and analogue, built from everyday objects. It seems like
they are more ready to indulge in their internal world, interested
in only in the small human circles around them, never caring
about social and political matters. Remember a friend of mine
describing the Micropop exhibition as “The exhibition with many
scribbled papers on the walls.” In a way this was right, because
there were no spectacles, no massive prototypical contemporary
art works, or works with a strong political or controversial message.

3: Sea Breeze. Installation view, “Ground Zero Japan” exhibition at Contemporary Art Gallery, Art Tower Mito, Ibaraki, Japan, 1999-2000. Photo by
Yoichi Inoue. ©1992 Takashi Murakami/Kaikai Kiki Co., Ltd. All Rights Reserved.

4a: Neko, 2005/DVD/5 mins 59 sec. (Front). Lime at the Bottom of the Lake, 2006/DVD/3 mins 3 sec. (Back). Installation view, “The Door into
Summer - The Age of Micropop” exhibition at Contemporary Art Gallery, Art Tower Mito, Ibaraki, Japan, 2007. ©Taro Izumi, Courtesy of Take
Ninagawa, Tokyo.
4b: Neko, 2005/DVD/5 mins 59 sec. (Front). Curos Cave, 2005/DVD/7 mins 36 sec. (Back). Installation view, “The Door into Summer - The Age of
Micropop” exhibition at Contemporary Art Gallery, Art Tower Mito, Ibaraki, 2007. ©Taro Izumi, Courtesy of Take Ninagawa, Tokyo.

However, Matsui argues that the works in the Micropop
exhibition reflect the social conditions of the 1990s and 2000s,
particularly the experience of disasters like the Hanshin-Awaji
Earthquake and the Aum cult subway attack (both in 1995). For
Matsui, the works in the exhibition imply tactics for the survival
of Japanese artists at the time.

Matsui cites two key concepts, Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s
“minor literature®,” and the ‘re-use’ tactic used by oppressed
people described by Michel de Certeau”. In the postmodern

and postcolonial world, oppressed people who don’t have
knowledge or a mainstream cultural background need to use
their imagination to create new tools or languages. They find
new ways of using obsolete objects and new meanings for words.
Matsui based the word “pop”, with a lower case “p”, on Deleuze
and Guattari’s idea that in minor literature, the language given
by the oppressors can be freely reconfigured.®

The exhibition The Door into Summer: The Age of Micropop
started with Michihiro Shimabuku’s The Chance to Recover our
Humanity (1995), a set of documentation photos featuring the
artist putting a signboard in Kobe city that says “The Chance

to recover our Humanity” on it, at the time right after the huge
earthquake in 1995. At first I thought this could only be black
humour, because during the huge disaster, with causalities of
more than 10,000 and about 6,400 people dead, who cares about
your feelings or self-esteem as a voluntarily worker? However,
after one learns that the artist himself was born and raised in
Kobe, the work takes on a totally different meaning. This call
for “Chance” was in fact a sincere wish by the artist to help his
family, friends and relatives.

The works of Tamu Ochiai, Koki Tanaka, Yoshitomo Nara,

Taro Izumi, Hiroyuki Ohki and others of their generation often
have a certain vulnerability, a sense of humour, a tendency to
assemble obsolete objects, traces of child-like play, and a naive
sense of adolescence. Rather than spectacular installations, they
use objects from everyday life, presenting not as manifestoes

or shouts but as clandestine murmurings. I wonder who or
what constitutes the “oppressor” to these artists, whether it is a
catastrophic incident or their own future.

We could see two quite different exhibitions of Japanese artists
within the same decade. Both exhibition’s artists were born
during the 1960s to 1980s, and there is no obvious generation
gap. Among these artists, some seem at times to belong to both
groups. However, these exhibitions served to conceptualise
two important Japanese contemporary art movements, and the
diversity within Japanese art today.

1 Noi Sawaragi, ‘Japan Contemporary Art’, Shintyou Sha, 1998.

2 Kenji Yanobe, Luna Project (1998). This installation regarding Chernobyl includes:
Atom Car (1998), in which the cars featured are like those at fun parks, if the audience
puts in 300JPY, the car would start. Each car also has a Geiger counter, if it detects
radiation 10 times the normal amount, the car would stop. Survival Gachapon (1998).
The Biggest Theatre Ever (1998), a documentary film featuring the artist visiting
Chernobyl with a 100JPY coin, staying till the Geiger counter detects radiation three
times normal. Atom Suits Project (1997-1998). Bunker, Bunker (1998), a massive
shelter for survival, for the future of nuclear war.

3 Takashi Murakami, Sea Breeze (1992).

4 Taro Izumi, Curos Cave (2005) video.

5 Taro Izumi, Lama (2006), video.

6 Gilles Deleuzes and Felix Guattari, ‘Kafka: Toward a minor Literature’, University of
Minnesota Press, 1986.

7 Michel de Certeau, , ‘L'invention du quotidien. 1: Arts de faire’, Paris: Union generale
d'éditions 1980. LUEHEHFER THEHNREDRA T7 1+ — 7 IEXH  1987.

8 Midori Matsui Winter Garden —The Exploration of Micropop Imagination in
Contemporary Japanese Art, Exhibitio Catalogue, Japan Foundation 2007.
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