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SWEET & BITTER
The Intimate Mirror of Contemporary Japanese ‘Girl’ Photography

Hiromi Nakamura

Curator of the Tokyo Metropolitan Museum of Photography
Chapter 1: First, a ‘Mirror’

There are many sayings in Japanese involving mirrors. For example, “The

» o«

eyes are the mirror of the heart.” “Children (parents) are the mirror of

their parents (children).” “The past is the mirror of the present.” But, what

might be the meaning of the saying: “The sword is spirit of the samurai;
the mirror is the spirit of the woman”? This, in a sense, gives me my
theme today. Here “sword” and “mirror” are used as metaphors expressing

the place in which the masculine or feminine sprit resides.

The title of the first section of my talk is taken from the essay, “Of Man
and the Mirror” by Japanese writer Yukio Mishima (1925-1970), based

on his writing on the book Hagakure, or The Way of the Samurai, which he
always kept at his side. I do not wholly accept Mishima’s assertion that “To
a woman, a mirror is a makeup implement; to a man, it is the basis for

self examination.” But I would like to note that he continued as follows:

If the ethical sets great store on externals, then the exemplar of the external
is the enemy — and also the mirror. What scrutinizes and criticizes the self

are the enemy and the mirror. R

The words of the 19™ century French poet Henri de Regnier (1864-1936)
more concretely touch on the essence of what is meant. “When looking at

their own reflections in a mirror, women do not do it in order to see their own

appearance. They look in order to see how they are being seen by others.”

Therein lies the power and dread of the mirror. The artist, who knows
this, will not be lost in it, or the labyrinth of reflections it threatens. With
a mirror to provide accurate reflections both of the self and the essential
nature of things, one can always set off on a journey to any place and at
any time. Even today, the artist peers intently into the mirror, so as not to
miss a decisive moment to come and not to muflle or dim the spirit that

drives her.



Chapter 2: The Magic Mirror

Leonardo da Vinci (1452-1519) stated that “Painting is the mirror
reflecting society.” William Shakespeare (1564-1616) noted that: “Actors
are the mirror of nature.” Of course, both are right, but I wonder if, when
thinking about the arts, photography is not a more appropriate way of
talking about mirrors? Discussions of photography, after all, almost always

bring up the word “mirror.”

The first practical photographic process, the daguerreotype, invented by
Louis Jacques Mande Daguerre (1787-1851), used a metal plate with a
gleaming, mirror-like surface. This is one reason why the image of the
mirror has acquired a fixed association with photography. One also thinks
of portrait photographs, which faithfully mirror the subject’s internal,
psychological aspects — character, personality, even emotions — perhaps
according to the subject’s intentions, perhaps from an utterly different

place.

The portrait photograph, however, presents more than a portrait of an
individual; it also reflects the attitudes and consciousness of the age in
which the subject lived. Photography has that depictive power. Like two
mirrors arranged to allow a person to see his own back, it can show both

the personal and the public, the I and We.

From its invention in the mid nineteenth century, photography seems to
have existed as a set of identical twins: one an art, opening up new means
of expression, the other a science, with advanced technology. It is as
though photography is, innately, both I on the one hand and We on the
other. As Claude Bernard, French Physiologist, (1813-1878) said, “In the

>

Arts, T, in the Sciences, ‘We.

In 1978, the exhibition Mirrors and Windows: American Photography
since 1960 opened at the Museum of Modern Art in New York. The
exhibition described two ways of looking at photographs: (1) as reflecting
the photographer’s interior state (the mirrors) and (2) as opening up
worlds (the windows). That exhibition examined the social qualities of
photography systematically and in detail, applying a close scrutiny to
photographs and their effects. The dual view of photography that this
exhibition embodied has informed the main current of contemporary
American photography. In other words, photography was seen as the

“mirror” reflecting society.
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Theorists have questioned the representational theories of art that these
conceptions were built on. But, although photography has changed
with the times from light-tight boxes to light receptors, as mirror it does
remain a tool for facing and addressing the self and the private life. The
question, “Mirror, mirror on the wall, who’s the fairest of them all?” in
the story Snow White from Grimm’s Fairly Tales is still asked today, for
the mirror of photography “copies truth” — the literal meaning of the
characters for “photography” in Japanese — not when it is needed, but

rather when it is not.

Chapter 3: Hello Kitty in Wonder ‘Mirror’ Land

In Japan today, the mirror takes the shape of a small pink toy machine,
decorated in the unmistakable fourteen drawn lines of contemporary
Japan’s most famous pop culture export and superstar, Hello Kitty. This
now global figure, was, according to her official profile, born in 1974 in
the London suburbs, along with her twin sister Mimi. Kitty-chan, as we
should call her, loves her mother’s apple pie, and her best subjects are
English, music, and art. Competing with her rival Snoopy, who was all
the rage in Japan, she was able to snatch the seat of popularity in the blink
of an eye.

At first, this anthromorphization of a white cat, captivated children
around the globe. But when the young girls became adults, some began
decorating themselves with Kitty-chan accessories. These “Kitty-lers,” as
they are called in Japanese, are big fans who push the development of
Kitty fashion. Now, these girls have become mothers, some with families
consisting of three generations of Kitty-ler fans! According to Kitty-chan’
s webpage, she exclaims, “I love things that are tiny and cute!” Even if
one were to change the “Hello Kitty” used in this example, the expression
“cute,” or “kawaii” in Japanese, lying at the base of this infatuation, is still

a sentiment infecting Japan.

Since the year 2000, “cute” has developed grammatically into a suffix.

kimokawaii  (kimochiwarui + kawaii) (yucky + cute)

erokawaii (erotikku + kawaii) (erotic + cute)

kowakawaii  (kowaii + kawaii) (scary + cute)

otonakawaii  (otonappoi + kawaii) (adultish + cute)

choukawaii  (totemo + kawaii) (very + cute)

motekawaii  (moteru + kawaii) (to have boy/girlfriends + cute)
etc...



New words that one cannot imagine are now being invented by someone
somewhere. Caught up in the “cute” whirlwind, we are being brainwashed
due to the predominance of “cute” over everything else. Like it or not, our

lives are being flooded with the “cute things” loved by Kitty-chan.

In 2001, Time Magazine put out a special issue on “How the World Sees
Japan.” A satirical cartoon depicted a samurai holding a cell phone, a
geisha carrying a Hermes “KELLY” bag, and a child lost in his videogame,
with a boy playing with the robot-dog “AIBO” in the background. These
kind of stereotypical images, always include high tech elements, are typical
in the West’s visualization of Japan. However, an important revision to
this picture has occurred over the past 7 years leading to the present. Now,
the character printed on the cell phone will be Kitty-chan, and of course

the cell phone is camera equipped and ready to take snaps.

Chapter 4: The Production of the “Girl Photography” Boom

Which brings me to the production of what is known in Japanese as
“girlie photos,” or what I will call today “gitl photographers.” One of the
most widely discussed trends in art in contemporary Japan, has been the
emergence of a generation of young female photographers during the
1990s. All were born about 1970, and the boom in the ‘gir]’ photography
it signaled, heralded a new chapter in the distinctive history of Japanese
photographic art. “Girl photography” is characterized by a rather skeptical
viewpoint accompanied by fresh and surprising narratives. The typical
scenario of these girls is atypical. They didn’t always go through the hoops
of photography school, bur rather worked as assistants for famous male
photographers or as models before becoming professional photographers
themselves. But, what was so fresh about them? The most important
factors behind this boom include the role of new public competitions,
and the emergence of various new photography magazines.

Since 1991, Canon Inc. has, for example, promoted the project “New
Cosmos of Photography,” as part of its cultural support for today’s
photography. Activities under its auspices include an open contest to
discover, nurture, and support new photographers, whose challenge is to
pursue possibilities in photographic expression. The questions addressed
include, “What can we do through photography? What is possible only
through photography?”

The ideas Canon proposes have become a clear sketch of the gateway to
success -- one reproduced by Japanese camera makers and film makers as

«>

well as photography magazines. They declared that the ““New Cosmos

35



36

of Photography’ marks a new era in the history of photography,” a
perspective that places importance on originality and uniqueness over
technique and career track records. And this was the gateway for the new

generation.

As a result, a large number of female photographers appeared through
this route, including Hiromix, Mika Ninagawa, Yuki Onodera, Junko
Takahashi, Ayako Mogi, Jun Kanno, Rika Noguchi, Tomoko Sawada,
Akiko Ozawa, and Kaori Yamamoto.
Hiromix and Mika Ninagawa, in particular, became synonymous
with a new phrase that captured this phenomenon in the press: “girl
photography.”
Japan’s most famous international photographer, Nobuyoshi Araki was
an important force behind the “excavation” of these women. Araki
worked as a critic/judge on the Canon awards and supported these new
photographers from early on, giving very precise evaluations of their
work. I would like to introduce to you some statements from the two
winners and Araki’s comments as a judge at the time.
Hiromix:
Life for 17-year-old high school girls is full of dangers. Each day is “radical.”
Each day passes. The world is nothing, stupid. Love is somehow painfil.
“‘ROCK IS MY LIFE.” As you gradually become an adult, you're scared of

yourself. You continue to live as you gnaw on yourself. 2

Araki:
Theres no self-control. She doesn’t really think too much. She puts her
Jeelings of the moment into action. She wants to make herself. She wants
to do anything; she feels flexible. Boys think too much, so theyre bad. The

teens ﬂ?’é‘g}”é‘tll’. 9

Akiko Ozawa:
Everyday is full of things to do and meaningful in its own way. When 1
look around there are a lot of other possibilities for life that I don’t chose.
Just like the old saying “The grass is always greener on the other side of the
fence.” Happy, yet with just a tinge of sadness. One day for women 30

years of age. 9

Araki:
In the last few years the idea of “winners and losers” has become very
popular. The 30-year-old women that appear in these photos capture the

vibrant essence of the feminine strength of todays women and show that



they are undoubtedly among lifes winners. Theyre comfortable being
alone and have the freedom to cultivate themselves, like doing Yoga before
bedtime?wonderful. Those photos show women living their lives ro the

Sfullest. A man could never take such pictures’theyre terrific.

Araki also adds: “Photography itself has to have masculinity, but women

. 6
appear to have more masculinity than men these days.”®

Certainly, in the background behind the boom of “girl photography” lies
the rise of “kogyaru power” centering around girl high school students,
and more broadly the range of fashion and pop culture lifestyles identified
with Tokyo’s youth culture epicenters in Shibuya, Harajuku, Shimo-
Kitazawa, Tkebukuro, and Shinjuku. From the latter half of the 1980s
until the early 90s, as Japan’s bubble economy was boiling, gitls re-made
their school uniforms into mini-skirts and began wearing baggy “loose”
socks, creating their own original fashions. However, they were involved
not only in fashion, but also began accessorizing their bodies with and
competing through fashionable high-tech tools such as pagers, cell phones,
and print-club mini-photos. Particularly interesting is that especially girls
were attached to photos. These girls were recorded by cameras and videos
from the moment they were born. They grew up being used to standing
in front of the camera. Moreover, all of it was in color. However, the girls
also pushed this technology forward through retrogression. In contrast to
the vivid colors produced by the various devices of the “purikura,” these
girls also saw black and white photography as fresh. The emergence of
the big boom in black and white versions of the color disposable camera
was due to the power of these girls. Others used the garish colors of the
purikura as the template for wild and imaginative street fashions, also
captured on film. The “kogyaru” came to carry cameras with them every
day. Moreover, these cameras all had to be “cute.”, as visible, desirable
accessories as well as machines. Cameras, which, until that time, had been
used only on special days or to record a particular occasion, came to be
used for recording casual everyday affairs. In other words, they moved

from the hands of men to the hands of women.

Another example of a new venue for this emerging generation was
Recruit, a company which began supporting artistic creators from
around 1992 onwards, opening the “Hitotsuboten: 3.3 meters squared
Exhibition,” a small exhibition space for individuals’ work at its Guardian
Garden in Tokyo’s Ginza. It was one of the two very successful public

competitions, in which famous young photographers were featured in
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significant numbers along with their photographs of the new age. Mika
Ninagawa, Rika Noguchi, and Mikiko Hara submitted works to the

competition associated with the exhibition and received awards there.

In addition, in 1999, a “girl photographers” exhibition entitled “Private
Room II: Photographs by a New Generation of Women in Japan” was held at
the Art Tower Mito Contemporary Art Gallery, consisting of ten female
photographers, most of whom had received awards at the other two

competitions.

But, not only did art and photography play important roles in this boom.
All of Japan’s many subculture magazines produced special issues on “girls’
photography,” and new magazines appeared, weaving together special
collections of photos clearly targeting the large new audience of young girl
consumers. In addition to more long-standing publications aimed at pros
and photography lovers, six new photography magazines have appeared
since 2000, reflecting the amateur girl’s hobby in a positive light. The

magic of Kitty-chan is at work here.

In addition, independent publishing houses are editing unique
photography collections and producing best sellers. Rinko Kawauchi and
Kayo Ume are representative examples of this trend, photographers like
Araki who became more famous through printed books than through

exhibiting on white gallery walls.
Chapter 5: We are Girls, Why Not?

Finally, the Japanese “girl photographers” boom reached its peak. In 2000,
these photographers received the most important yearly award given in
the Japanese photography world. Moreover, the award was given not to
a single photographer, but to the “three sisters,” the name given to Yurie
Nagashima, Hiromix, and Mika Ninagawa when lumping together the
three biggest female stars of the Japanese photography world to sell them
on the market. In the media, all magazines carried pictures of the “three
sisters” frolicking at the podium when they received the award. But, why
was a single prize given to the three sisters? And why were they presented
and curated this way? Whatever the reason behind the selection, it was an
enormous seal of approval for the women. According to the media, it was
because they just wanted the prize. But what is unmistakable is that the

award was given to “gitl photographers.”



However, the leading players in this boom, seem to have followed the
words of Oscar Wilde (1854 — 1890): “Women demand to be loved, but not
understood.” While this epithet is one of the reasons for their victory, it is
also one of the reasons for their defeat. The boom came to an end. The
media has moved on to other fads in contemporary art and design. But,
first, why the victory? The girls triumphed because they didn’t think of
becoming “good,” that is professional like the skillful male photographers
with many years of experience, and because they were not afraid of
failure. In other words, they made mistakes “like girls.” They exposed
to the public their own private lives that they had been enjoying, and it
was a supreme delight to become the object of gossip among friends and
acquaintances. The media loved all this, making them celebrities.

However, this was simultaneously the reason for defeat. The media easily
granted them what they desired, but, accordingly, they were consumed,
used up, and quickly became yesterday’s news. We Japanese women know
the painful reality of the expiration date on “girl.” And that may be one
reason they lived fast. In any case, the era of “girl photography” ended
quickly. It is now over; or, rather, it is a style that has been absorbed by all

photographers, regardless of age or sex.

One or two of the new women photographers have, however, have
survived this media defeat, and are now merging as individual artists,
stronger then ever. Our two featured artists, Mika Ninagawa and Mikiko
Hara, are a case in point. Finally, then, I would like to talk a little about
Ninagawa and Hara’s current projects. Already ten years have passed
since the “girl photographer” boom. As time passes, an interesting
comparison appears between their “then” and “afterwards.” After these
women participated in and won awards at the 1996 ‘New Cosmos of
Photography’ and ‘3.3 meters squared Exhibitions’, respectively, they got
married, became mothers, and continued their creative activities now, but
with their own styles.

Ninagawa lives in the middle of Tokyo, enjoying and reflecting the
pleasures of cosmopolitan city life. Hara lives in the suburbs and embodies
the richness of living a slow life. I would like to introduce statements by
both women, that give clues to their work and vision.

Ninagawa: Like eating when hungry, going to bed when tired, being with
someone forever if you meet someone you like. In my opinion, taking self-
portraits is along the same lines as fulfilling one’s natural demands. When 1
take photographs alone in an airtight space, I feel as though I am taking a trip
within myself. Having a camera is like having my own 4.5 tatami mat room

[i.e. a retreat] everywhere. From a room covered with thrown-off clothes, I am
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aperture

invited into an extraordinary world of limitless expanse. 7

Hara: Withour getting frenzied, without getting loud, without getting frail,
without flinching, without becoming pompous, withour getting excited,
without hesitating, without being affected, without losing hope, without
getting depressed, without getting slack, without shaking, without being
greedy, without throwing in the towel, without hardening up, without giving

up...always.”

As the curator of the Tokyo Metropolitan Museum of Photography, I have
presented the work of these two photographers at two exhibitions.

In 2003, Ninagawa was shown as part of a show called “On Happiness:
Contemporary Japanese Photography,” in which she created a bedroom like
refuge of super-saturated colors, full of flowers, fishes and personal items.
In 2006, I presented Hara’s work as part of the show “Absolutely Private:
On Photography from 2000 to the Present,” she showed a series of
photographs in which she objectively depicted the relationship between
the self and the social. What is important to note is that they are no
longer being curated as “girl photographers,” but rather as individual
artists, with their own distinctive styles, themes and subjects.

However, although their topics differ, a common background refrain
born from the “girl photographers” is shared by both. Yes, their work is
sweet: as befits a generation brought up on Kitty-chan and Shibuya-style
girls’ pop culture. But there is also a bitterness in their vision. That is
their “poison.” While casually pointing their lenses at everyday life, they
were also pricked by the “poison of youth,” “the poison of woman,” and
the “poison of Japan.” This bitter taste of the poison, in contrast to the
sentimental echoes of the term “girl photographers,” appeals to something
else: to the depths of humanness and to a more mature sensibility. This is
perhaps the biggest reason why they have received so much support, and

why they have endured while others like Hiromix have faded away.

Actually Hara’s ‘Kitty-chan’ appeared on the front page of Aperture
magazine, and joined the international exhibition on Contemporary
Japanese Photography called ‘A Privare History’ in Copenhagen,
Denmark and it will tour to Sweden also Finland this summer. For
sure, this dimension has been essential in the their recent expansion of
creative activities from within Japan to abroad, something we hope their

appearance on the West Coast today will help foster and extend.
(Translated by Kristin Surak)
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