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In his recent book, The Great Wave, Christopher Benfey documents the
nineteenth-century opening of Japan to the West and concludes that, "by the turn of the
century, Japan had, for thirty years, been a fantasy world for American aesthetes." What
Benfey means by this "fantasy world" is that the culture of traditional Japan that
penetrated the hearts and minds of many nineteenth-century American intellectuals and
artists opened up to them a world of refined beauty, subtle eroticism, and stoic Buddhist
and Confucian philosophy during a period when life seemed increasingly threatened by
materialism, shallowness, and vulgarity. American poets, artists, and scholars found in
such traditional Japanese cultural artifacts as woodblock prints, haiku poetry, and the
tea ceremony a welcome and inspiring alternative to Western culture.

This was true not only in America but in Europe as well. Japanese woodblock prints and
screens are seen by many art historians as a major inspiration behind the Impressionist
movement. As Virginia Spate and David Bromfield put it, "Japanese art was alien, an
eruption from an unknown, dreamlike culture." Artists and collectors, who styled
themselves Japonisants, would gather for dinners where they excitedly discussed how
Japanese art offered them new and unconventional ways of seeing and painting. As the
greatest Impressionist of them all, Claude Monet wrote, "Look at that flower with its
petals turned back by the wind, is that not truth itself? . . . and here, near this woman by
Hokusai, look at this bathing scene: look at these bodies, can you not feel their
firmness? They are made of flesh, yet are described only by their outline. . . . These
people have taught us to compose differently, there's no doubt about that."

"These people" inspired the English as well, who were fascinated both by the arts and
what they knew of samurai culture. Perhaps the most brilliant (and funniest) response to
Japonisme in England was Gilbert and Sullivan's 1885 operetta The Mikado. Technically
set at a Japanese court, the playwrights used what they knew of Japanese
conventions-beautiful young girls, the imperial throne, and the cult of the sword—to
lampoon life and politics in Victorian England. The Japan craze inspired Oscar Wilde to
have his protagonist in the novel The Decay of Lying muse, "The whole of Japan is a
pure invention. If you desire to see a Japanese effect, you will not go to Tokyo, you will
stay at home and steep yourself in the work of Japanese artists."



As fantasy, as inspiration, as an alternative to Western conventions, Japan loomed large
in the late nineteenth-century imagination. Let us fast-forward one hundred years or so
to 2002 when Douglas McGray published a memorable article for the journal Foreign
Policy entitled "Japan's Gross National Cool." In it he asserts that Japan, despite recent
economic problems, had become a "cultural superpower" whose cultural artifacts have
increasingly become icons of "coolness" for young people around the world, including
young Americans. At first glance, the "culture" to which McGray refers seems a far cry
from that of nineteenth-century Japan. Instead, the world that McGray's article offers up
is one of pop culture: Hello Kitty, animation (anime), comic books (manga), fashion
design, and J-pop music. Not a tea ceremony or a Shintō shrine in sight!

There are both similarities and differences in what might be described as the "next
wave" of American and Japanese cultural interactions. In many ways, Japan continues
to be seen as a "fantasy world" although, as we all know, it is a real place afflicted with
all the problems that beset the modern world. Furthermore, this fantasy world,
especially in terms of the cultural products of manga and anime, offers more than simply
an artistic oasis. While Japanese culture is having an intense impact on the visual arts
in the West, the values that accompany anime and manga are also having an effect.

In my own research, I have found a number of distinct, often overlapping periods in
which "fantasy Japan" has played an important role in the Western and, specifically, the
American cultural imagination. Much of this role has been positive, as Westerners found
in Japan's traditional culture a compensation for what they saw themselves as losing.
Obviously there were other, more negative moments in Japan's interactions in the West,
particularly as Japan's increasing military power began to make the Western powers
feel threatened. Beginning with the 1930s, and of course intensifying in the 1940s,
Japan's image changed from "fantasy world" to "implacable enemy."

With the end of the war, however, Japan once again became an alluring and mysterious
place, exemplified by a beautiful, gentle, and all-accepting Japanese woman, as
described in James Michener's Sayonara or in the 1958 Jerry Lewis film, Geisha Boy.

By the late 1950s and into the 1960s, Zen became part of a spiritual life for many
Americans, and haiku poetry made a comeback. But it was still traditional Japan that
held sway over the American imagination. Only in the late 1970s and early 1980s did
the notion of Japan as a potentially cooler, edgier sort of society than our own began to
take root, and it clearly reflected Japan's global economic and technological dominance.
One of the earliest and most significant encapsulations of this new Japan "fantasy" was
William Gibson's 1984 cyberpunk novel, Neuromancer. In this, and in subsequent
novels such as Idoru and Pattern Recognition, Gibson developed the image of Japan as



a technologically hyper-advanced society that not only dominates the lives of its
citizens, but seduces Westerners as well.

When I interview young Americans about their perceptions of Japan, I am struck by how
many of them see Japan as "cooler," more exciting and even utopian compared to
America. Visiting some of the American anime conventions that draw thousands of
participants a year, I am fascinated by how many fans are interested in Japanese
culture in general, as opposed to just Japanese animation. Dealers' booths sell
Japanese swords, kimono, the ubiquitous Japanese chocolate candy "Pocky," and even
offer special guided tours to Japan for anime and manga fans. At one "con" (convention)
I attended, a tea ceremony demonstration was packed with eager participants.

While the high-tech, pop culture-laden Japan of the twenty-first century seems very
different from the vision of traditional Japan embraced by previous aesthetes and
intellectuals, in both cases Japan presents an alluring alternative to contemporary
American society and, as is shown by fans' interest in traditional aspects of Japanese
culture, this alternative is not only contemporary pop culture. Moreover, many aspects
that today's Americans appreciate about Japanese popular culture—its inventiveness,
beauty of design, attention to detail, and the lyrical quality of many texts-have deep
roots in traditional Japanese culture. In a world that in many ways seems to be growing
more parochial, continued American interest in the richness of Japanese culture is a
welcome reminder that we are still open to new worlds.

What is it about Japanese popular culture that intrigues young people, not only in
America, but around the world? The explanation must be multifaceted, since Japanese
popular culture is not monolithic, but offers several major strands. The first element in
Japanese popular culture that should be mentioned is what might be called the "cult of
cuteness." From the cuddly and adorable Pokemon and Hello Kitty to the painter
Murakami Takashi's playful, brightly colored installations, Japan seems remarkably
capable of producing appealing creations that give their audience (or possessors) a
strong sense of comfort and pleasure. Sharon Kinsella, a sociologist, has suggested
that "cute culture" is so popular because it represents innocence and playfulness,
offering an alternative to the stresses and pressures of everyday life.

Furthermore, Hello Kitty and Pokemon come with an entourage of other merchandise,
fitting them right at home in today's consumer culture. Murakami has blurred the
boundaries of high and popular culture, by not only offering expensive art works but also
relatively affordable handbags from Louis Vuitton.

But Murakami's work also has a darker side, as is seen in some of his own and many of
his disciples' installations. His work can both celebrate and attack contemporary culture,
showing the toxic aspects of consumer mania and cyberculture by offering visions of



otaku who live antisocial lives, lost in the coils of the latest technological breakthrough.
Ironically, perhaps, this dark side is something which also appeals to today's young
people.

This is particularly true when it comes to anime and manga. When fans are asked what
appeals to them particularly about anime and manga, several answers are common,
from the beautiful art work to the intricate and absorbing stories. But one especially
common answer is that many fans find that anime and manga offer a refreshing
alternative to the Hollywood "happy ever after" mentality.

Many fans have commented on how amazed they were when they first saw a "good
guy" meet with death, and how impressed they were by the elements of grief and
tragedy that these Japanese media do not shy away from. In a world in which happy
endings do not always happen, the challenging stories of anime and manga may seem
more emotionally satisfying and, ironically, more "real" than the standard Hollywood
feel-good formulas. In this regard, it is also worth noting the recent popularity of
so-called J Horror, or Japanese horror films, which are considered not only more
atmospheric and subtle than American horror movies but are tinged with a sense of
melancholy that is perhaps more intriguing than the usual one-dimensional Hollywood
slasher movie.

This brings us to another element behind Japanese pop culture's current popularity: the
values that are exported along with the culture. This may be seen as a surprising
assertion. Even many Japanese commentators have decried the fact that Japan is more
known for products than values. The brilliant writer Murakami Haruki, for example, once
lamented that all his country was known for was for cars and electronic equipment.

And yet, in my contacts with anime fans around the world, I have found that many of
them will speak about how the ideas on which certain anime are based appeal to them
as much as the story or art work. One element that seems particularly to appeal to
contemporary young people is the fact that anime and manga present a more nuanced
sense of good and evil than the often more simplistic visions given in American pop
culture. Fans comment on how characters are usually presented three-dimensionally
rather than as icons of heroism or villainy.

In military sagas, from samurai epics to science fiction visions, political situations and
moral issues are often treated in genuinely complex terms. Other complex questions,
such as the role of technology in our future lives, are also dealt with in an intellectually
challenging yet nuanced manner, such as the issue of artificial life explored in the
director Oshii Mamoru's beautiful film Ghost in the Shell.



Some anime offer positive messages on how to live. The most powerful of these are
probably the works of Miyazaki Hayao, arguably the greatest living animator today. A
director, writer and artist, Miyazaki creates richly detailed worlds in which believably
human characters struggle with a variety of difficult issues, from faith (the manga
Nausicaa), to the environment (Nausicaa, Princess Mononoke, Spirited Away), to how
to come of age in a challenging world (Kiki's Delivery Service, Spirited Away, My
Neighbor Totoro). Not surprisingly, his work is not only hugely popular in Japan but has
garnered legions of fans throughout the world who refer to Miyazaki's ideas as
templates for how to live a civilized life.

The idea of Japanese values as having influence beyond Japan may at first seem
surprising but, like the other Japanese elements discussed in this essay, this too has a
tradition behind it. The tea ceremony offered ideals of behavior besides simply exotic
refreshment, while Zen suggested a whole new vision of spirituality for post-war youth.
Going back to the nineteenth century, the samurai spirit and Buddhism in general
impressed both Americans and Europeans. We might even say that the ways of
approaching nature or simply seeing the world that were implicit in Japanese art had an
impact that went beyond merely the visual.

Whether Japanese popular culture will continue to have such a strong effect is, of
course, open to question. As everyone knows, waves come and go. But in a globalizing
world where technology allows us to interface with other cultures in a more intimate and
rapid fashion than our ancestors ever dreamt of, it seems safe to say that the strengths
of Japanese culture will continue to be appreciated for a long time to come.
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