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Culture and Nation 

The necessity or demand of  “global art history” is no doubt derived from the 

acknowledgement of  the methodological limitation of  art history as it is currently practiced 

as a scholarly discipline. Despite the increasing number of  cross-cultural courses in academic 

programs all around the world, it is not unreasonable to say that art historical imagination is 

still largely defined by national (or regional) boundaries; one can find numerous courses such 

as Chinese Art History, French Art History, and German Art History where art history and 

nationhood are “naturally” linked as a pedagogical unit. This linkage has much to do with 

the larger notion of  “culture” which went through a semantic transformation, a nationalistic 

turn so to speak, in the late nineteenth century, first in the context of  German speaking 

regions (Kulture) and then all over Europe; unlike the word “civilization” which retained a 

sort of  universalist implications, “culture” increasingly acquired a sense of  norms, behaviors, 

or customs that exist within a geographical boundary defining a nation. While certain 

flexibility has always subsisted in the usage of  the term so that any community—be it a 

generation, religion, ethnicity, gender and so on—is seen as a legitimate bearer of  its own 

“culture,” it seems undeniable that the “ur-model” of  the cultural community has always 

been a nation state. Art history as a discipline was indeed, it seems to me, born out of  this 

“cultural-nationalistic turn” that the European academy and intellectual world took in the 
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second half  of  the 19th century.  

Yet the story does not end there. Art history, despite (or precisely because of) its 

close attachment to the national, always demonstrated the methodological possibility of  

traversing their boundaries; it, in other words, consistently demonstrated that cultural forces 

cannot be contained within the imaginary frame of  the national. This is partly because of  

the object-oriented perspective that art history has always cherished from its inception. An 

illuminating example can be found, for example, in the way in which Alois Riegl traced the 

stylistic transformation of  the acanthus leaf  motif  used in decorative capitals in Egyptian, 

Middle-Eastern, Greek, and Roman columns and thereby compellingly demonstrated the 

contagious “spill over” and cross fertilization of  that motif. Like the pollen in the wind that 

does not know national boundaries, cultural elements——objects or information——often 

travel across the borders to generate their own networks and maps. Another example can be 

found in the art historical account of  how the medium of  ink painting or calligraphy 

generated a continuous stylistic lineage across national borders in East Asia. 

In general, however, those “global” perspectives that art history developed are 

more often than not associated with the study of  pre-modern art. Despite its international 

outlook, the discourse on modern art has always been more strongly conditioned by the 

geopolitical frame of  the nation states (although foreign connections and influences are 

frequently acknowledged as important stimuli). This has to do with multiple elements such 

as the inter-connection between the process of  modernization and the development of  the 

nation state, the systematic institutionalization of  art academy within the national framework, 

and the standardization of  language and culture within the nation state as analyzed by 
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Benedict Anderson in his classic, Imagined Communities (1983). The methodological possibility 

of  global art history, in other words, has always been in tension with this modernist-

nationalist desire encoded within this larger contextual determination of  the discipline itself. 

It might be the case that “art history” was made possible by this desire and from the outset 

epistemologically defined by the emergence of  the national, and the global perspective was 

an excessive and, as such, inessential supplement to this. In any case, even when modernist 

art began to be seen through an international perspective, the power-game between the 

nation-states played out both implicitly and explicitly in determining the center-periphery 

hierarchy, as can be seen in the story of  the Paris-New York rivalry.  

 

Tension in the Periphery 

In fact, the conflicting tension between the global and national perspectives played 

out most intensively, almost in a schizophrenic fashion, in the peripheral countries. In that 

regard, Japan is a good example of  how this tension continuously shaped the general 

structure of  art historical discourse; and there seem to be three dominant discursive types, 

at the risk of  oversimplification, that symptomatically register that tension and accompanying 

anxiety.  

The first two types are similar in their tendency to stress the uniqueness of  

Japanese art (and culture) against the dominant other and, in that sense, can be seen as 

collective and geo-political versions of  the “anxiety of  influence” that Harold Bloom 

discussed primarily in relation to the individual writers and their sense of  belatedness in 

history. In the first of  the two, which is mainly about pre-modern Japanese art, the dominant 
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other is China and Chinese art; and the in the second, which is mainly about art after the 

Meiji period, China is replaced by the West as the dominant other. This clearly reflects the 

larger political history of  Japan whose government decided to change the entire social fabric 

of  the country by absorbing Western influence from the 1860s onwards. The “modernization” 

phase of  Japan gradually, but irrevocably, shifted the direction of  the collective gaze towards 

the West from the Chinese continent.  But that does not mean that the first type of  Japan-

versus-China mode completely disappeared from the discursive surface; it remained as a 

powerful element in the field of  pre-modern art coexisting with the Japan-versus-the-West 

mode in the field of  modern and contemporary art to this day. As if  the historical layers are 

piled up onto each other and formed a spatial stratification, these two types coexist and still 

haunt the collective (un-)consciousness about Japanese art. Questions such as “What 

constitutes the true Japaneseness of  Japanese art?” “What stylistically separates Japanese 

Buddhist paintings from Chinese ones?” “What is unique about Japanese postwar art history 

versus the Euro-American one?” still remain as important questions for art historians to 

answer.  

A classic example that bridged the first and second types is Yukio Yashiro’s work 

before and during the war period. Yashiro published two influential books: The Position of  

Japanese Art (Sekai ni okeru nihon bijutsu no ichi) in 1935, and Unique Characteristics of  Japanese Art 

(Nihon Bijutsu no Tokushitu) in 1943. Both books became big sellers and reprinted many times 

through the 1980s (the former) and the 1960s (the latter). Since Yashiro was probably the 

only Japanese art historian known in the international community in the prewar years 

(because of  his ground-breaking monograph on Botticelli he published in 1929 under the 
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guidance of  Bernard Berenson), his books had a tremendous influence on later generations 

of  art historians and the general public in Japan. In these books, Yashiro assiduously tried to 

identify the elements that separate Japanese art from Chinese or Western art and connected 

them to Japan’s natural environment, including geographical as well as meteorological 

elements, and thereby developed a quasi-determinist argument about the uniqueness of  

Japanese art. Although I don’t have time to go into the details of  his argument, one of  the 

four elements he listed as essential features of  Japanese art, the decorativeness——the other 

three are, impressionism, symbolism, sentimentality——particularly remained as influential 

and was repeatedly discussed by later art historians to the extent that the oppositional model 

of  Chinese “naturalism” versus Japanese “decorativeness” became a convenient discursive 

framework for the comparative study of  Sino-Japanese relationship.  

 

Hybridity as Essence 

The third type of  discourse, as opposed to the first two, is more ingenious (maybe 

on the verge of  cunning); it first emerged in the mid-1950s and continued to exert significant 

influence on the discourse of  “Japaneseness” through the 1980s. The master concept of  this 

third discourse is “hybridity” and its first advocate was Shuichi Kato, who started his career 

as a scholar of  French literature but eventually became a public intellectual/critic who wrote 

widely on numerous topics including art. He published an article, “The Hybridity of  Japanese 

Culture,” in 1955 (in the journal Shiso) after he returned to Japan from several years of  staying 

in France. In fact, Kato’s emphasis on hybridity was inspired by his re-encounter with the 

home country, a kind of  reverse culture shock, after having experienced European culture 
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that he interpreted as “pure.” Unlike Europe where traditional elements such as stone 

architectures were still providing a unified cultural fabric, it seemed to Kato that Japan no 

longer had such unity or purity. Rather, the whole country seemed enveloped by a cacophony 

of  diverse cultural elements without any synthesis: a random or anarchical juxtaposition of  

modern and traditional, native and foreign elements; hence, the hybridity.  

Underlying the assumption for Kato’s attempt to describe Japanese culture as 

hybrid was the reality of  the nation’s modernization process since the late 19th century and 

their defeat in the Second World War. The fundamental transformation/westernization of  

its socio-cultural system since the Meiji period went through an even more radical change 

during the American occupation from 1945 to 1952; and despite the US government’s 

decision to keep the emperor Hirohito in position as a “symbol” of  the cultural continuity 

of  Japan in order to ensure the smooth transformation of  its political system, the very act 

of  camouflaging the political reality by cultural illusionism implied that the bedrock of  

tradition had already been damaged.  

This discourse of  hybridity was triply over-determined. For, on top of  the two 

layers of  the top-down modernization since the Meiji period and the enforced American 

occupation after WWII, the high economic rise that began its course from the mid-1950s 

further contributed to and complicated the hybridization of  postwar Japanese culture. More 

concretely, the explosion of  mass culture after the 1950s, many of  whose origins could be 

traced back to the introduction/introjection of  American culture through mass media and 

the American military bases (where many Japanese musicians learned and played up-to-date 

musical trends), quickly obliterated the national as well as historical boundaries of  cultural 



M+ Matters | Theorising Art Histories Globally [18 October 2014] 

www.mplusmatters.hk 

interactions. The American virus, as it were, was integrated into the body of  contemporary 

Japanese culture as a vital element of  its life-sustaining function, which nonetheless refused 

to dissolve itself  into an organic whole. The otherness of  it, in conjunction with other 

traditional or non-traditional elements (which also started to appear as “other” to the modern 

hybrid state of  Japanese culture), began to reconfigure the landscape of  postwar Japanese 

culture whose identity could no longer be attributed to any one of  those elements.  

Kato’s paradoxical diagnosis of  hybridity as an essence also echoed the large-scale 

demographic shift of  Japanese society through the period of  high economic rise that began 

in the 1950s to the early 1970s. For, in this period, metropolitan areas, especially Tokyo, 

experienced the rapid growth in terms of  their geographical boundary and population, 

absorbing millions of  labor forces, blue as well as white collar, into their orbits. De-rooted 

from the traditional and authentic cultures of  their home countries and exposed to the 

enticing glitter of  the cacophonous juxtaposition of  diverse cultures, the new urban low-to-

middle class population began to function as a critical mass in the field of  consumption and, 

thus, as a dominant force for the direction of  Japanese contemporary culture. In this context, 

Kato’s concept, which was taken up in various different guises in the field of  cultural 

discourse up to the age of  postmodernism, played a very effective, possibly a mythical role, 

to paper over the contradiction between the loss of  traditional culture and the desire to assert 

the originality of  Japanese culture by calling for an epistemological shift from the object-

level analysis to the functional one. The uniqueness of  Japanese culture, says this discourse, 

resides in its ability to absorb and transform other cultures into its own; the “anxiety of  

influence” can easily be overcome because imitation/appropriation is nothing but the act of  
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originality.  

The 1960s in Japan indeed saw a range of  artistic practices that symptomatically 

embodied this trans-valuation of  cultural belatedness or de-centeredness, whose radical 

implications resonated, or went beyond, the conceptual challenges posed by Pop Art and 

other contemporary forms of  “realism” in the West (such as Nouveau Realism and Capitalist 

Realism) precisely because of  the over-determination of  Japanese situation. One such 

example is Ushio Shinohara’s impromptu appropriations of  American pop artists such as 

Jasper Johns and Robert Rauschenberg which he himself  conceptualized as Imitation Art. 

He, for example, made multiple copies of  Rauschenberg’s Coca Cola Plan (1958) based on the 

black and white reproduction he saw in an art journal Mizue in 1963, and has been 

sporadically producing its variations to this day. By declaring that this act of  creating 

secondary copies (with various materials, colors and textures) is art, Shinohara marked a 

symbolic departure from the aesthetics of  originality to which former generations of  artists 

including the ones in Gutai group were deeply committed. And although there was no direct 

relationship between Shinohara and Kato, it is not farfetched to assume that the valuation 

of  cultural hybridity by the latter and other followers  (as the essence of  Japanese culture) 

contributed to the formation of  a larger cultural context by which the former’s Imitation Art 

can be seen as a legitimate aesthetic statement.  

 

Semiotic Scramble and the Age of  Simlacra 

That this renewed emphasis on hybridity provided a convenient discursive 

framework for the high economic rise is easy to see since this is the period during which 
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Japan became an integral part of  the global economical system by opening itself  up to the 

unprecedented influx of  information and things from abroad. What collectively symbolized 

this initial stage of  globalization most was Tokyo Olympics of  1964 and the whole field of  

cultural practices in subsequent years saw an explosion of  what I once called “semiotic 

scramble” expanding on the logic of  the Imitation Art by Shinohara. To list a few exemplary 

cases, the works of  Tadanori Yokoo (graphic designer), Tatsumi Hijikata (butoh dancer), Shuji 

Terayama (playwright), Yukio Mishima (novelist), Shohei Imamura (film) all consist of  

excessive collaging of  a wide range of  cultural signs——west and east, past and present, 

rural and urban——which do not necessarily add up to a coherent whole.  This 

rapid increase of  image circulation and inundation, with technological development, reached 

a liminal point around 1970. Another national event, the Expo ’70 held in Osaka, more than 

anything else, marked this point of  image saturation. While the discourse of  hybridity still 

remained as a powerful framework of  cultural imagination, various reactions began to take 

place as if  to avoid or prevent a deadly overdose of  technologically mediated images and 

signs. The Mono-ha movement in art and the activities of  the photographers associated with 

the magazine, Provoke, can be seen as symbolic resistances to this tendency with their 

longing for the unmediated contact with the world. But as the documentary film A.K.A. 

Serial Killer, produced in 1969 by three directors, Masao Adachi, Masao Matsuda, and 

Mamoru Sasaki revealed, the original world to be discovered had already gone through a 

gradual but irrevocable transformation to become a characterless expanse of  an already-

mediated land (one of  the directors, Matsuda, published a book called The Extinction of  

Landscape based on the experience he had during the filming of  this documentary that traced 
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a serial killer’s life from his birth place to the place of  his arrest all over Japan). So while 

Mono-ha and Provoke-related artists and critics produced important texts on the changing 

nature of  our image-saturated world and accompanying works to critique it, their resistance 

gradually gave way to the semiotic festivity that led to the full-blown cerebration of  the age 

of  simulacra in the following generations.  

The 1980s in fact saw a further acceleration of  this hybrid aesthetics with the 

works of  such artists as Yasumasa Morimura, Shinro Ohtake, and Mariko Mori whose 

activities, for the first time in the history of  postwar Japanese art, were recognized almost 

simultaneously in and out of  Japan as forerunners of  postmodernism. The Against Nature 

exhibition which travelled from San Francisco to New York (1989-1991) in many ways 

symbolized the ethos of  the 1980s while, as the title suggests, it challenged the orientalist 

view of  Japanese culture being in harmony with nature and tried to foreground the tradition 

of  hybridity as the most powerful aspect of  Japanese contemporary culture. At this stage, 

the evocation of   “nature” as a primordial layer of  Japanese art and culture already began to 

be seen as an effect of  simulacrum or semiotic manipulation superseding the nature as such.  

 

Japanese Art as Part of  the Global Market 

This sense of  Japanese art as part of  the ongoing global market, I would argue, 

acutely heightened artists’ awareness of  the strategy of  self-presentation. Takashi Murakami’s 

uncanny ability to manipulate the signs of  popular culture to make his work legible and 

accessible to the international audience is a very interesting case in that regard. While 

successfully manipulating the market reception to his advantage, Murakami’s excessive 
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reference to the otaku culture in Japan seems to point to the underlying anxiety that the signs 

of  “Japaneseness” are still needed to appeal to the global audience. What this implies is: yes, 

Japanese contemporary art is now under the radar of  global market, but it remains so as long 

as it represents something unique to Japan. This may seem natural to the international 

audience, but the structural problem becomes apparent when one thinks about what is 

expected of, say, an American artist; nobody looks for the unique American-ness in her/his 

work and, even if  something like that was detected in their work, it can never be used as the 

master code of  our interpretation of  the work. In contrast, the interpretation of  Japanese 

contemporary art (or any non-western contemporary art for that matter) is still overtly 

reductive in its sanctioning of  the national-cultural frame as its master code. In that sense, 

Murakami’s success in the global market is deeply ironical because he exposed this brutal 

logic of  cultural marketing by willfully and methodically succumbing to it. Something like a 

death drive is at work here; his theatrical strategy of  self-promotion is indeed like a dance 

macabre with the logic of  the market where death is always the essence of  the game of  survival.  

This leads me to a broader question on the discrepancy between the reception of  

Japanese artists outside Japan and inside Japan. For there are many artists in Japan such as 

Natsuyuki Nakanishi, Kishio Suga, and Kenjiro Okazaki, to name only a few, who are 

regarded at least as important and influential, if  not more, as Murakami by contemporary 

artists or critics, but do not attract international attention (at least up to now) as Murakami 

or Yoshitomo Nara. These artists are not paid the proper attention that they deserve precisely 

because they are very careful about plunging into the market-driven art world and trying to 

find a critically distanced position vis-à-vis the powerful current of  the all-encompassing 
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force of  globalization. These artists, more often than not, tend to be theoretically advanced 

thinkers and resist the skewed expectations from the global art market that tend to find in 

their works only the traces of  “Japaneseness.”  

Two factors, it seems to me, are playing important roles in preventing the global 

art world from discovering these artists both of  whom are mundane and old aged: one is the 

still-lingering Orientalism or Japonisme on the part of  the global market and the other is the 

language barrier which is still hopelessly difficult to break while an enormous amount of  

critical texts still remain un-translated. As one of  the editors of  the anthology of  the postwar 

Japanese art criticism published by MoMA, New York, in 2012, I tried to remedy the 

discursive imbalance between the West and Japan to a certain degree by introducing 

theretofore unknown debates or discussions to the audience abroad. By going through that 

anthology, the reader may be able to catch a glimpse of  the process of  how Japanese artists 

negotiated with the national-cultural frame and the gaze from the international world that I 

briefly discussed above. We hope that this anthology somehow makes the readers aware of  

the problem of  approaching Japanese postwar art through the lens of  presupposed 

“Japaneseness” and the complexity of  its long-lasting dialogue with the art discourse outside 

Japan.  

 

Ana-chronism of  Global Art History 

But, to be precise, even that is just part of  the story. What is misleading is the fact 

that the anthology only includes the texts about contemporary Japanese art whereas the 

majority of  the art criticism and scholarly books and articles published in postwar Japan has 
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been about western art. We made a decision not to include those texts taking into 

consideration the demand of  the market. There are tremendously interesting texts on 

Impressionism, Abstract Expressionism, Conceptual Art and so on that provided the 

heterogeneous contextual basis for contemporary art practices in Japan. The strangeness of  

this can easily be understood by comparing this to, for example, how American or German 

scholars’ writings on Impressionism are seen as part of  the international scholarly discourse 

while Japanese scholars’ writings on Impressionism are completely out of  their scope (this, 

of  course, is not limited to Japan and a similar thing can be said about any non-western 

region of  the world).  

What I am pointing at, of  course, has much to do with the linguistic imperialism 

of  English as a lingua franca of  globalization; but I am more interested in the possibility of  

re-encounters, however anachronistic this may sound. If, for example, the software of  

automatic translation evolves into a much more sophisticated version as it is now, all those 

Japanese writings, or any other language’s writings, on Picasso or Pollock, or Benjamin or 

Foucault from, say, 30-40 years ago will become readily available for the first time for 

international readers to create a space where numerous missed-encounters will be re-marked 

or re-activated. This will lead to a radical re-conceptualization of  history, that is, the space 

of  historical imagination becomes truly porous with each hole opened up to the abundant 

possibility of  archaeological return (of  objects as well as texts). If  global art history has its 

critical possibility, it resides not in its ambition to create the uni-versal master narrative but 

rather in its ability to continuously cleave the surface of  the already written to activate the 

dormant historical trajectories. The field of  historical imagination then begins to look like a 
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constellation of  objects or events in its physical, not metaphorical, sense; for what we see as a 

constellation in fact consists of  many stars whose lights originated in different moments in 

the past. This ana-chronism of  a constellation suggests radically heterogeneous hybridity that 

exceeds the sort of  hybridity that can be easily registered on the grid of  cultural differences. 

It is in this ana-chronic space that the renewed version of  the Rieglian eye will be called for 

as an agent of  cross-fertilization.  

 

 

 

  

 


