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Murayama Ruriko, ROBE D’AOUR, 2004, TAKAHASHI

Collection, Installation view of “Alternative Paradise”,

21st Century Museum of Contemporary Art,
Kanazawa, 2005
photo: NAKAMICHI Atsushi / Nacésa & Partners
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Installation view of “Fujiya na Yume (The Captive
Dream): Omori Yoko and Maeda Sachiko”,

21st Century Museum of Contemporary Art,
Kanazawa Design Gallery in 2008.

photo:IKEDA Hiraku
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Okanoue Toshiko,7he Night of the Dance Party,
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Source: Okanoue Toshiko, A Long Journey : the Works
of Toshiko Okanoue, Kawade Shobo Shinsha, 2015
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Murayama Ruriko, Untitled, 2005, Collection of 21st
Century Museum of Contemporary Art, Kanazawa
photo: KIOKU Keizo
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5 HEF(21X$)20165
Oki Junko, a swallow, 2015

Courtesy of the artist
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Murayama Ruriko, Embrace, 2013
H [RARE L X - FHREMNEIOFAETSE
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HERBEMEIVETIHZAS FHREMEE.2013.0.128
Source : “All You Need is LOVE From Chagall to Kusama
and Hatsune Miku”, Mori Art Museum, 2013, p.128
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WHRF(WEBET—T LT F—)&Y. 2014-4
Konoike Tomoko, The Storytelling Table Runner, 2014~

Courtesy of the artist
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A dress stands, densely covered in sparkling
beads and accessories; a vast surface of
colors made of countless pieces of brightly
dyed silk fabric sewn together like mosaic,
sways elegantly in space. Viewers are over-
whelmed by the almost suffocating concen-
tration of “charms.” Although one hesitates
to use this word in discussion of contempo-
rary art, but the work of Murayama Ruriko is
unmistakably art for the shojo (“girl”).

The word “shojo” brings with it a certain
moistness that makes it a difficult topic to
address in the context of contemporary
criticism. However, in 2014, a courageous
exhibition titled “Bishgjo: Young Pretty Girls in
Art History” explored the concept of the shgjo
in contemporary visual culture, art, literature
and manga, and shgjo is starting to be viewed
objectively as a contemporary issue. But as
one of the curators of the show, Kawanishi
Yuri of lwami Art Museum writes, “I hope
that ‘Bishgjo: Young Pretty Girls in Art History’
will create an opportunity to pave the way

0¥l

for an ‘art history of (or for) shgjo’,” ' works
based on the subject of bishgjo (“beautiful
young girl”) are fundamentally intended for
men, and is descended from the historical
bijinga (Japanese prints depicting beautiful
women). In an age when Western bias in art
history is being questioned, and when there
is an urgent need to formulate Asian and
African art histories, why should not there
be an objection to a male-centric art history?
This present essay, though brief in length,
seeks to outline the beginnings of a shgjo’s
art history by comparing Murayama Ruriko

to other female artists.

Murayama Ruriko:

1. Concentration of the Princess
Motif: Combative Stance of
Pursuing Happiness

Regarding her creative process, Muraya-
ma states, “I just fill in the spaces. | work
outside of will or intention, so my method
doesn’t involve having a concept, deciding
on a composition and so on. My body sim-
ply fulfills the function of making. | provide a
body to make with, and | wholly give myself
up to that function. So, while there might
be no meaning, | do have a keen awareness
that | am making. | have a self, but | don’t
care about that. As long as the elements of
charms, beauty, and purity are tightly joined
together, it's fine.” For Murayama, who
places the self above concept, and values
“charms, beauty, and purity,” the selection
of motif is important. Rather than trying to
bring forth a whole, coherent, “beautiful
object,” she attempts to create a condensed
mass of “beautiful things” and “charming
things.”

The sparkle of the motifs such as beads,
sequins, accessories, wings, angels, and
the figure of the Virgin Mary that are used in
Collective Charms can be traced to objects
that appear in Western stories. The aggre-
gate of such narrative motifs that have been
favored by shojo since the 7aisho period
(1912-1926), will hereafter be referred to as
the “princess motif;” the final forms of the
artworks in the Collective Charms series—
bustier, dress, cape—also fall under this prin-
cess motif. Collective Charms is, so to speak,

a three-dimensional collage of the princess

motif, but Murayama is reticent about her
reasons for selecting this motif, maintaining
that she simply collects what she finds to
be “charming.”*3 Nevertheless, this silence
seems to have intent.

When interpreting Murayama’s work as
an “excessive accumulation of the prin-
cess motif,” a synonymous exhibition that
comes to mind is “Fujiya na Yume (The
Captive Dream): Omori Yoko and Maeda
Sachiko” held at the 21st Century Museum
of Contemporary Art, Kanazawa Design
Gallery in 2008. An overdone shojo world
unfolded from the heap of princess motifs
in the color of white candles, with lace of
the wedding dress covered in wax. It could
no longer be described simply as “kawaii
(cute)” or “charming”: the piece contained
malice and cruelty, precariously balancing
delicacy, beauty and grotesqueness. It is
“the other side of kawaii” that the director
of the exhibition, Omori, expressed. As she
stated, “it’s not just cute. All girls know. One
day they will know:-++---""* This has been her
consistent attitude and the ambiguity of her
statement (“All girls know. One day they will
know”) defers the naming of the subject,
and it is up to the individual to decide what
she is pointing to.

In fact, not explaining the concept is par-
adoxically the most important factor when
treating the princess motif. Through picture
books and animations, the image of Cinder-
ella and Snow White has been digestibly and
dramatically arranged by Disney, and burned
into the minds of Japanese shgjo as the fig-

ure of the princess, or symbols of happiness
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and objects of their aspirations.™ Around
1990, as Disney princess films were being
annually released and reaching their height,
Ueno Chizuko began appearing in the me-
dia® and feminist ideas were making its way
into Japanese households. This was also the
period following the enactment of the Equal
Employment Opportunity Law, and women
born after the 1960s were living a life with
purpose, confident and proud to have a ca-
reer. Today’s female intellectuals know that
“shiny” and “frilly” objects in representations
of happiness have been smeared with femi-
nist thought.

The book Ohimesama to Gender (Princess
and Gender) by Wakakuwa Midori” is based
on the lectures she gave from 2001 to 2002 at
Kawamura Gakuen Women'’s University De-
partment of Human Environments, on gender
theory and princess stories depicted in Disney
animations. In this fascinating text, there is
a discussion on why Cinderella’s “glass slip-
pers” did not disappear. Wakakuwa points
out that the shape and transparency of the
“glass slippers” symbolize female genitalia
and chastity, respectively. Wakakuwa, a
leading researcher of iconology in Western
art history, is correct in her observation and
the idea that Disney’s princess stories en-
trenches a male-centric society is spot-on.
Her students came to her crying, “my beliefs
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have been shattered,” “please do something
about it.” Wakakuwa was shocked that her
students aspired to be like their mothers:
good at cooking and housekeeping, and
married to the ideal man. She stated, “they

may be unaware, but the life plans of young

women influenced by the princess story are
so ephemeral.””®

However, Wakakuwa fails to mention
the euphoria induced by the image of the
princess motif. Even if Cinderella’s glass
slippers represent a society in which women
are inferior, the images of the sparkling and
pointed glass toe, and the slender curve of
the kitten heel stimulate the natural desire
for beautiful objects. These expressions al-
ready exist before our eyes: one must take
caution not to invoke feminism by replacing
them with words. To long for and be fulfilled
by beautiful objects—is it not such happi-
ness and unease that Murayama and Omori
attempt to express? If sexual symbols of
women that reinforce social structures are
all beautiful, a dedicated pursuit of “charm-
ing” and “kawaii” is the combative stance of
the independent woman, rebelling against
commonly accepted notions of feminist the-
ory. Murayama objectively examines wom-
en’s “sense of happiness,” combining equal
parts of its hidden cheapness and ephemer-
ality, and appealing to the viewer that such
happiness is illusory and fragile. But no mat-
ter how imaginary it may be, indulging in
that happiness allows women to confirm the
existence of something pure inside of them,
and confront reality.

Okanoue Toshiko is another artist who
makes work by collaging beautiful objects.
Her pieces made of chandelier, accessories,
gloves and dresses are endlessly beautiful
yet dangerous balancing acts, combining
the construction and destruction of a ro-

manticized world. As Takiguchi Shuzo de-

scribed Okanoue in the following way: “Ms.
Okanoue is not a painter. She is a young
lady.” in Okanoue’s words, “it’s not trying to
express something, or convey a message. It
comes naturally.” “Without thinking, without
a care, | cut out the pieces and collage them
on a single sheet of paper, following my
heart.”” At the Oral History Archives of Jap-
anese Art, there is a record of a conversation
in which Okanoue is interviewed by lkegami
Hiroko of Kobe University and Kageyama
Chinatsu, a curator at the Museum of Art,
Kochi. During the interview, Okanoue states
that onna gokoro (woman'’s sensibility) is
manifested in her work, and lkegami notes
that she was reminded of her otome gokoro
(girl’s sensibility). Given the current con-
ditions, using commonplace words such
as onna gokoro and otome gokoro is an
effective means to break off from sociolog-
ical theories of gender and feminism when
critiquing works that distill pure aspirations
for beautiful objects. The terms are also apt
for collage as accumulation of beautiful and
disquieting objects that express women'’s

aspirations.
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2. Handcraft Collage: The Ecstatic Act
of Sewing

In Murayama’s other well-known series
Colors, white silk kimono fabric is cut into
thousands of pieces, synthetically dyed in
her “own colors,” pieced together, cut apart,
then sewn together again in a multiplication
of hues. Untitled is a piece from this series
in the collection of 21st Century Museum of
Contemporary Art, Kanazawa. It measures
8.6 m by 7.3 m and despite its sheer volume
and wall-like presence, the brightly colored
silk glows as light passes through. From a
close distance, even the fraying threads are
visible, and it astonishes the viewer with the
staggering amount of handwork.

The collective mass of pieced fabric can
be seen as patchwork on a grand scale. But
her process—dyeing fabric in colors that she
finds “beautiful” and repeating the impro-
visational steps of selecting, cutting, and
randomly machine-sewing-shares common
traits with Jean Arp’s papier déchiré (ripped
paper) collages, in which heavy weight
paper dyed with black gouache is torn and
pasted. In other words, Murayama’s Colors
series employs the methodology of a kind of
collage made with the destructive-creative
process and principle of chance.”® Muraya-
ma first brings forth what she feels is beauti-
ful, then destroys it, and collages it based on
the principle of chance, newly creating an
excessively dense and massive space. The
viewer relives the artist’s destructive acts,
enveloped in overflowing colors. Yamaki
Kasumi has critiqued the work as follows:
“made without defining the point of comple-
tion or landing, the piece pursues the beauty
of myopically adjoined colors. It can be seen
as an abstract modernist painting, which
removed all superfluous elements and used
color as its sole criterion for judgment.”"!

But Murayama works intuitively, and it is
unlikely that she created these pieces with
art historical notion of collage or abstract
paintings in mind. Born in Akita and current-

ly working in Akita, Murayama says she was

surrounded by colorful and beautiful fashion
fabrics and kimono textiles since childhood.
Traditional crafts such as sakiori (rag-weav-
ing) and sashiko (functional embroidery)
were nothing special in her surroundings,
and took place as daily activities.”? Using
needle and thread, women were adding
their handwork to beautiful textiles they
had come upon and cherished, transform-
ing them into something even more loved.
The vivid beauty of freshly dyed fabric and
the torn pieces randomly sewn together in
Murayama’s Colors series, are evocative of
women’s relationship to the beautiful objects
in their lives. Sewing is the most familiar cre-
ative practice for women, and it is an import-
ant creative act for Murayama as well. Initial-
ly, she used hot glue to adhere the parts in
Collective Charms, but from 2007 onwards
she shifted to the method of hand sewing.
Furthermore, Murayama now commissions
artisans in Akita and uses specially made
ribbons and laces in addition to cheap and
sparkly items purchased at craft stores. For
her recent piece Petticoat (2010, Kanazawa
Art Gummi), she collected “charming things
that are no longer needed” from Kanazawa
residents and added them to her materials,
incorporating someone else’s “charming
things” into elements of her work. As she
sews, each individual motif is impregnated
with sentiment and a sense of beauty, and
the excessive mass of beautiful objects ap-
pears to purify the desires that women hold
within them.

The creative act “to sew” i.e., “needlework,”
has been actively promoted in modern-day
women’s education for the purpose of train-
ing future housewives. It is no different at
women’s art universities, where “handcraft”
is regarded as a women’s creative practice
for the enrichment of domestic life. “Hand-
craft” and “industrial craft” have been divid-
ed along gender lines, and the placement
of “handcraft” below “industrial craft” is
undoubtedly due to the social inferiority of

women imprinted upon this activity.
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However, “everydayness” has become
an important theme in contemporary art,
and works that use needle and thread (more
familiar than the paintbrush) or employ the
method of sewing are clearly on the rise.
The 2009 exhibition “Stitch by Stitch: Traces
| Made with Needle and Thread” at the Tokyo
Metropolitan Teien Art Museum showed
works by contemporary artists who “have
chosen to use needle and thread, but are
situated outside the genres that commonly
use them, such as industrial craft and hand-
craft,” and Murayama exhibited her work as
one such artist. Yamaki critiqued her piece
for being “more directly connected to the
context of handcraft” but for Murayama, the
subject of her work is not “the act of sew-
ing” as a mode of expression in contempo-
rary art. Rather, she projects the sensations
produced by “the act of sewing” onto her
work, and it just so happens that her work is
placed within the field of contemporary art.

This “field of contemporary art” should be
questioned when attempting to construct
a women'’s art history. Partly due to its his-
torical background, many female artists still
feel that they are outside the sphere of art
history. But by the same token, they are in-
stead in the standpoint of a true hyégensha
(literally “expressing person”): not an artist
by profession, but a person who expresses
as an extension of their existence. Regard-
less of gender, for the creative practice of
everyday life, needle and thread are within
reach while the paintbrush is not. Moreover,
the technique of collage or the act of joining
(beautiful) pieces together is also close at
hand in one’s daily life.

The sense of happiness in a bourgeois
household i.e., “devotion to the family”
thoroughly criticized by feminist thought, is
indeed present in the creative act of sewing.
As in the case of the princess motif, female
intellectuals recognize the fact that yielding
to these feelings entrenches male-centrism
in society. But at the same time, from the

perspective of an ordinary citizen, it is clearly




a folly to deny oneself of happiness. The chal-
lenge lies in maintaining a sensible balance.

More important than such happiness is
the ecstasy experienced while moving the
needle forth. There is an almost meditative
nothingness in stitching forward with a
pure mind. In 2014, Oki Junko’s monograph
PUNK"™® was published, attracting attention
to her work. Oki intricately embroiders old
rags with thin sewing machine threads, and
she is another artist who found her expres-
sion in the physical act of sewing. Although
Oki is unsure whether she is an embroiderer
or an artist, she is possessed by a need to
express and continues to produce work.
Murayama also gives weight to the process
of sewing, sensing the expressive potential
in the act itself.

In the 2013 exhibition “All You Need is
LOVE" at the Mori Art Museum, Murayama
presented self-portraits of a man and woman
in embrace, as well as two-dimensional ver-
sions of Collective Charms, showing interest
in working with the context of contemporary
art. However, the new techniques Murayama
has chosen are extremely orthodox for con-
temporary art. Given this paradoxical turn in
her practice, the evolution of her work will be

something to look forward to.

(translated by KAWANISHI Kana and KOCHI Kione

[Art Translators Collective])
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