Specifically designed for use on a range of undergraduate and graduate courses,
Introducing Japanese Popular Culture is a comprehensive textbook offering an
up-to-date overview of a wide variety of media forms. It uses particular case
studies as a way into examining the broader themes in Japanese culture and
provides a thorough analysis of the historical and contemporary trends that
have shaped artistic production, as well as politics, society, and economics. As
a result, more than being a time capsule of influential trends, this book teaches
enduring lessons about how popular culture reflects the societies that produce
and consume it.
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40 Art from “What is Already
There” on Islands in the
Seto Inland Sea

James Jack

Embarking on a journey to an island in the Seto Inland Sea requires a change
in pace. Departing from Tokyo on the bullet train (shinkansen) at 300 km per
hour—passing the cities of Nagoya, Osaka, and Kyoto to the slow ferry at
25 km per hour—the scenery shifts from a forceful blur to a soft landscape
dotted with islands. There is time to notice the small wooden boat floating
in the harbor since only one ferry departs every few hours to the islands in
the Seto Inland Sea. It is difficult to occupy time since most of the shops are
closed at 11 a.m. This is far away from opulent boutiques in Tokyo’s Rop-
pongi district and endless stores on the back streets of Shibuya. Here, a shop
with earth-toned clothing that appears to be from the 1980s. Next to it a
dingy coffee shop—is it open or closed? This is where a global view of two
islands in the Seto Inland Sea is born: a soft tidal harbor connecting maritime
history with today’s social landscape.
As an artist, I see the Seto Inland Sea in the first person. It is not a
government statistic or an image in the popular media, but a friend coming
to meet me as the ferry slowly approaches the dock. While zooming from
the consumer culture landscape of Tokyo to the slow maritime life in the
Seto Inland Sea, materials from the past have lives that continues beyond
their original intentions. In his study of industrial ruins, Tim Edensor (2005:
830) finds modes of “social remembering” at work in marginalized spaces,
The orderly commercial aims of the popular culture industry shift in the
disorderly spaces of the islands in the Seto Inland Sea. I utilize “orderly”
and “disorderly” to refer to a trend in art production to be organized within
fixed exhibition spaces in highly-polished and professionally-marketed gal-
leries with commercial aims in the making of the art itself, as objects or as
gift-shop souvenirs, consumable and shaped by the structure and order chat
requires, Placing art on islands far from Tokyo, that cannot be consumed,
only experienced, and incorporating elements of the past rather than just
present-focused production and sales, disrupts the imposed commercialized
order on art production and forms instead disorderly spaces for art. Here, I

examine the social impact of two art sites where disorderly elements of the
past are collaged with contemporary realities.
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vake Chikatsugu, then Mayor of Naoshima. Together they came up with
the idea for a “Global Camping Site” a5 p 2 i

southern part of the island opening in 1989 (Kaida et al. 2012). After his un-
timely death, his son Fukutake Soichi developed the vision based on the idea
that “economy is subordinate to culture” (Yamada 2013). In 1992, he buils
the Naoshima Contemporary Art Museum (now named Benesse House) to

In 2004, the Kagawa Prefectura] government proposed the idea of an art
festival to Governor Manabe Takeki. A partnership between the Fukutake
Foundation, Kagawa Prefecture, and curator Kitagawa Fram produced the
first Setouchi International Art Festival (now Setouchi Triennale) in 2010,
scale showcase of internationally
renowned artists to be compared with exhibitions of 2 similar scale, includ-
ing Venice (established 1895) and Sio Paolo (1951). However, rather than
emphasizing the participation of artists in national pavilions, the mission of
Setouchi Treinnale is closer to Documenta (1955) in Germany for its focus
on new works made in response to the place, its history, and its residents. It
also cherishes cooperation with the local community utilizing methods that
can be compared with the Busan Biennale (1981) in South Korea, where
“learning councils” comprised of local residents work together with artists
in the creation of their works, Based on a model from Kitagawa’s Echigo-
Tsumari Triennale (2000) in Niigata Prefecture, the volunteer organization
Koebi-tai (Little Shrimp Squad) was established for the Setouchi Triennale
to link artists, local residents, and supporters. This cooperative aspect has

The House as Language of Being (commencing in 2010 and completed in
2013, hereafter referred to as Sunset House), (Figure 40.2) I have come to
see disorderly aspects in the production of popular culture. Culture is not
singular nor is it produced by one industry; instead, it includes multiple
Participants who are continually redrawing ics shape. Historically, the Seto
Inland Sea has provided raw materials for urban development while being
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Figure 40.2 James Jack, Sunset House: The House as Language of Being, 2013.

Source: Courtesy of the Author.
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images of Japanese popular television stars of the 1950s and 19605 appearing on
the walls and floors of the bathhouse. Scenes of female sea divers are painted
on tiles in both the male and female sides of the bath, as well as appearing in
a video erotically placed inside of a bench that bathers use while undressing.
According to one of the earliest curators of contemporary art in the js
lands, “Naashima is a place that has a history and a culture that js NOW seen as
old-fashioned” (Akimoto 2002: 220). In this context, a mixture of images from
past decades stimulates new experiences. Ohtake fills surfaces of the bathhouse
with an assemblage of colorful images, objects, and botanicals. Particularly
vibrant are those sealed into the resin floor of the hot bath—vintage photo-
graphs, magazine pages of airbrushed women, along with book pages yellowed
by time, An elephant replica upcycled (reusing discarded items to make a prod-
uct of higher value than the original) from a closed hiliokan (sex museum) in
Hokkaido presides on top of the wall between the male and female bathing
areas. This art accumulation overflows with disorderly remnants that might
otherwise have been left behind. Ohtake intentionally turns his eye to those
items being thrown away to make room for the latest trendy items consumed
in popular culture. An observer of his work describes them as “intense travel
scrapbooks crammed with discarded cultural artifacts—scavenged tickets,
snapshots, tags, currency, newspapers, and other mass-produced printed matter
shrugged off by popular culture” (Ohtake 1996: n.p.). His art activities in the
Seto Inland Sea point towards a new twist on unpopular culture within the
seemingly unsightly but increasingly rich fodder of the deep sea of the past.
Recent images of the Seto Inland Sea in the mass media have become
visible on the global stage through artworks such as those by Ohtake.? Other
artists, including Kusama Yayoi, James Turrell, Sugimoto Hiroshi, and Olafur
Eliasson, also attract crowds. Just under one million visitors came to the first
Setouchi Triennale (Benesse Holdings, Inc. 2010), with even more in 2013
when the Art Festival increased to three seasons (Hirano 2013). But there
are easier places to see these artists’ works: why travel to these quiet, incon-
venient islands? Dilapidated houses, boarded-up hotels, and abandoned boats
abound in the island landscape. Here it is easier to find closed schools than
open ones. Population decline can be felt on all of Japan’s islands: for exarple,
on Shodoshima, inhabitants are half of what they were in their postwar peak
and on other islands only one-tenth of the postwar peak (Shadoshima-che
2010). Part of the success in the promotion of the Seto Inland Sea is thanks
to global media images, which provide both an idyllic vision of the rural past
and notions of the region as a trendy place with a bright future (Ellwood
2010; Williams 2011; Kaun 2015).
Framing this trend is Benesse Art Sice Naoshima’s idealistic goal:

to present art in a way that makes visitors more aware of the fascinating
qualities of the region and instills pride in the residents, encouraging
them to think positively about the future and the possibilities of a more
desirable way of life

(Benesse Art Site Naoshima 2014 2).
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As one of the largest educational publishers in Japan, Benesse Holdings
disseminates images of the artworks widely; vet the impact of Fukutake
Foundation’s art activities can also be found on a more intimate scale. Often
it is difficult for individuals to appreciate the landscape closest to one’s home
for its banal familiarity. This was the sentiment of curator Mohri Yoshitsugu,
who was born on the island of Shikoku, one of the main gateways to the Seto
Inland Sea. However, through art activities, he began to see the “rhythm of
each island and its landscape, not just as landscape but all that enters the senses

. absolutely fascinating” (Mohri 2014). People are traveling to the islands
for stays ranging from one day to one year or more, praising the nature, food,
and people.

However, the increasing visibility of the region does not occur entirely
because of art, but rather it occurs fogether with art. Models for cooperative art-
works developed after the downfalls of public art in the 1980s (Lacy 1995),
which too often saw society as an empty receptacle that could only view
(read: consume) artworks. I focus here on the “cooperative approach,” build-
ing upon the nuanced definitions of kyads (literally, “working together”)
studied in collaborative artworks produced in Niigata (Klein 2010). I refer
to “cooperative” as the process in which participants are actively involved in
multiple stages of the artwork.

In addition to the record number of visitors, people from urban centers
are now moving to smaller islands. Many express the desire to become part
of an alternative culture where participants are not satisfied with consuming
television broadcasts, Internet releases, or magazine publications. They want
to create their own collage of disorderly ideas actively striving for a more
appealing future culture (Abe 2012). This ideal should not be seen from only
one perspective. In playing with wasted, sidelined, decentralized, and for-
gotten aspects of Japanese culture, art activities in the Seto Inland Sea region
are re-envisioning the unpopular to create new community gathering places.

A Meeting Place

Two doors down from where Naoshima Bath now stands, there was a general
store where villagers used to gather—after work, waiting for the ferry, ot
just stopping to chat. In a story familiar to Japan’s aging society, elderly pro-
prietress Ms. Ochiai moved to the mainland so that her relatives could care
for her, causing the store to close. For THE STANDARD (2001) exhibition,
Ohtake revived the Ochiai General Store by adding posters, calendars, mag-
azines, newspapers, bottles, red lights, and more to what was already there.
A memorable jukebox with a playlist that included Bob Dylan, Ishikawa Ser,
EMA and Leadbelly was played by visitors, bringing the electric guitar sus-
pended from the ceiling to life. Ohtake’s obsessive collection of memorabilia
fit so well with the store that it was hard to tell where he had intervened. This
spatial collage exemplifies Ohtake’s (2005) philosophy of utilizing “sude ni
soko ni aru mono” (that which is already chere). Here, he reassembles popular
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Figure 40.3 Ohtake Shinro,

Ochiai General Store, 2
Source; Photograph by Fujisuk S

a Mitsumasa. Courtesy of Benegse Holdings, Inc
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community, links between social networks and materia) objects become vis-
ible. The language of participation is the responsibility of both artises and
community, a process Tom Finkelpearl describes as “co
tory and coauthored” (2014). These links show new directions in overlooked
aspects of Japanese culture from the past. Furthermore, they show contempo-
rary Japanese culture is not only formed by popular images but also includes
multiple stories occurring over time in diverse regions.

For example, granite stones have been integral to these islands’
cconomy and culture—in particular Shédoshima, Teshima, and Inujima. In
1934, the same year the Seto Inland Sea was established ag the first national
park in Japan, a scone quarry opened in the town of Kénoura on the southern
tip of Shodoshima. These two simultaneous events emphasize the duality

operative, participa-

local

in the past is no longer relevant; now they have cultural value, Shadoshima,
once famous for supplying stones to build the original walls at Osaka Castle
in the late sixteenth Century, now invites tourists to come see Tofu Rock,
Book Rock, and other natural sights. Amidst the fagade o
and the olive industry that also draws visitors, the less traveled norch shore of
Shédoshima contains UMErous granite quarries where mountains are carved
Into massive staircases. This s true on many islands: there is 4 light side that

includes artworks and cafés along with a dark side that contains the spoils of
industry.

I used two varieties of local s

t historic stones

tones to build the garden surrounding Sunset
House: light granite stones from the northern tip of the island and dark basalt
stones from the southern tip. Granite beca

me the medium for each partic-
ipant to write one fear, difficulty,

contemplative pathway out of local materials.

Working in the Seto Inland Sea region, I see organizers, artists, and
volunteers struggling, just like I do, with a confusing relationship to the local
land. One of the tenets of Art Setouchi is a site-specific philosophy: artworks
are made with an intimate relationship to the site where they are exhibited.

and motivation, but these efforts could be misdirected. Artworks can change
people’s minds and provide new views of what s already there. Bur what
fole can artists play in shifting societal trends? | have experienced shifts in
the islands and residents while creating Sunset House. However, as an artist,
I'do not cause these shifts, rather I circulate existing tensions in words that
mporarily appear then become an invisible part of the artwork. With the

dgnage of community participation, Sunser House is one way to reflect on
the trend of cooperative culture production.
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Can Art Change Society?

Not only in the Seto Inland Sea region but around Japan, art festivals are
promoting alternative views of the countryside and its historical popular cul-
ture. Since 2000, curator Kitagawa Fram has attempted to rebrand images
of rural Japan through radical art projects (Kitagawa 2005). Kitagawa es-
tablished the Echigo-Tsumari Triennale in 2000 and directs the Setouchi
Triennale (begun 2010), Ichihara x Art Mix (begun 2014, Chiba Prefecture),
Japan Alps Art Festival (begun 2017, Nagano Prefecture), and Oku-Noto
Triennale (begun 2017, Kanazawa Prefecture). This is based on a belief shared
with Fukutake that culture should be prioritized above economics. In addi-
tion, Kitagawa firmly believes artists can serve as both motivators and medi-
ators in local communities. However, urban centers remain a crucial base for
these projects, as the flow of capital and media promotion still operates almost
entirely in Tokyo. Nostalgia for rural Japan increases amidst the larger trend
of people moving to cities for study, work, and employment.

One ambitious question posed by Art Base Momoshima, established in 2012
by artist Yanagi Yukinori as the successor to the Hiroshima Art Project (2006)
and one of the more sustainable rural art projects in the Seto Inland Sea region,
is relevant here: “What can art do for a better society?” (Yanagi 2014).

Art festival organizers’ and benefactors’ attempts to redirect cultural trends
often have been met with success, but the effects of art making a better soci-
ety are hard to quantify with data. Nonetheless, one figure from 2014 stands
out: that year, the first school in Japan was officially re-opened on the island
of Ogijima. With an average of forty schools closing in Japan every month
(Ministry of Education, Culcure, Sports, Science, and Technology 2014),°
this example is rare but noteworthy. As an island with a population of just 134
residents (Takamatsu-shi somukyoku 2015) where art activities have been
occurring since 2009, Ogijima could be seen as a qualitative shift in showing
how art can change cultural perceptions of the countryside.

The Setouchi Triennale is most often highlighted with artist names and
sponsors, but the thousands of volunteers and paid staff who sustain the
festival embody its potential to change society. The aforementioned Koebi-
tai started in 2009 to support daily activities of the festival. Members of this
nonprofit group help prepare and maintain artworks as well as explain art
sites during the festival. At my artwork, Koebi-tai volunteers included a
broad range of people of all ages, including a city bus driver, a convenience
store clerk, university students, and a train conductor. There were over 2,500
active members of Koebi-tai in 2010 and over 7,000 members in 2013, with
an average age around thirty years (Koebi 2013; Setouchi 2010). The rela-
tionships fostered between local and non-local participants continue during
the years in between each Triennale, as select artworks are kept open, musical
events held, and local festivals flourish. These youthful members spark energy
in the aging countryside and represent a reverse migration of young people

away from urban areas.
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duction of culture in urban centers. Cogperative art activities s]er\,r: 1&;
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Notes

i lish word
r ter (yu) with the Eng W
M i s the Japanese word for warm wa ) ¥ 1 iid
1 nl 4 s}_]i_}ller];;oli‘l t]'lejti%:lf: means both “I love warm V\;’ate} fl;;l‘;*i,,:el_¢0\£[,,},,o g
2 EYO?n’ les includ,e articles in Newsweek, CININ, The New Tgi : es,
! i The es.
Fﬁfmzc}?g! Times, Lonely Planet %uli:?bo?'ks; ar(z‘(illffrcé]aggr;rt;msCience, e
1 e Ministry o ucation, C . ; !
’ Accordlfllgg?toc}tlgtf;lls\/lclllfl)lsi:cllyin 2013 and 598 schools closed in 20(1:2 lici(;sssj];i}oajtr;,
nOlOthf wgicsh were elementary schools (Ministry of Education, Culture, :
most o

Science, and Technology 2014).

Glossary

3/11 Triple Disaster Three disasters precipitated by a magnitude 9.0 Mw
earthquake off the east coast of Japan on March 11, 2011, The earth-
quake is referred to as the Great Tohoku Earthquake or Great East Japan
Earthquake (Higashi Nihon daishinsai). It trigg

gered a massive tsunamj
that reached heights of 40.5 m (133 feet) along the coast of Japan and

traveled up to 10 km (6.2 miles) inland (USGS 2015; National Police
Agency of Japan 2016). The tsunami produced three reactor meltdowns
at the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant, causing large-scale evac-

lear contamination of the surrounding
area and food chain.

Anime In Japan, refers to any kind of animation: however, outside of

Japan, it denotes Japanese originated or heavily inspired products.

Aum Shinrikys Japanese doomsday cult responsible for the March 20,
1995 Tokyo subway sarin gas attack (Chikatetsu sarin Jjiken), which killed
twelve people and injured more than a thousand. It remaing Japan’s most
Serious postwar act of terrorism.

Bishonen Literally, “beautiful boy.” The most common aesthetic of male
beauty in shajo manga, featuring young men with slender bodies, long
hair, and exaggerated eyes.

BL (Boys® Love) Also called shonen ai or yaoi (with different nuances
dmong the terms), subgenre of shéjo manga and other manga or novels

featuring love stories between two boys or men. Content ranges from

Biamu (boom) Large-scale fad that expl
~than, —san, —bun In Japanese, suffixes are usually used after family or
given names to indicate soc1al position in relation to the speaker. Among
the most common: —San, a semiformal title of respect between relative
equals; —kun, used by superiors addressing juniors and usually, although





