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A Reflection on Kawaii and Basara Aesthetics in the
Works of Yoshitomo Nara and Takashi Murakami.

University of Sao Paulo  Simonia Fukue Nakagawa

This research has been completed through a Research
Centre for Nonwritten Cultural Materials Scholarship and
it serves to improve the understanding of two typical
Japanese aesthetics, the kawaii and the basara, and their
relationship with two Japanese artists, Yoshitomo Nara
and Takashi Murakami.

Both of these artists participated in the same artistic
movements, Neo Pop (1990) and Superflat (2000), but
their works and thoughts about art diverge. For Nara,
emotions play a part in his works, which are strongly re-
lated to contemporary literature, movies, photos and dif-
ferent kinds of comics because these modes of communi-
cation reveal happenings of everyday life. This returns
Nara to his childhood memories, where he can explain
his loneliness and then explore ways to connect to others
in a more intimate way (MATSUI, 2010, p. 15). This

means that the artist’s works are not standardised by his-

K

torical and art theory patterns, but by the accumulation
of personal experiences (2010, p. 17).

These sensitive memories of childhood are revealed in
his works, in the traits of the characters, and mostly in
how he sees the universe of a child. His images grow
similar to children’s drawings, funny, pleasant and deli-
cate. They bring us to kawaii aesthetic which is very
popular on different age groups, especially teenagers. The
same happens to Takashi Murakami’s works, with their
rounded shapes expressing an idea of cuteness filled with
many colours.

The kawaii reveals a young public which seems to not
want to grow up and assume adult responsibilities in the
real world. For them, it is as if there were an “escape
valve” to remain in the comfort of youth. This is how
many Japanese think and act.

The word kawaii has its root in the words kawoway-
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ushi or kawayushi and was first seen in Konjaku Monoga-
tari, written in the 12th century.

This study understands that language is a living ele-
ment and so is transformed by human contact and social
evolution. All languages go through such innovation and
renewal, and this is how the word kawayushi lost pho-
nemes to become kawayui and, after World War II, sim-
ply kawaii (OKANO, 2012, p. 132). It is also important
to note that the meaning of the word also evolved. Kawa-
yushi means the desire to close one’s eyes in the pres-
ence of a painful situation, and expresses the feeling of
pity. Kawaii refers to a form of beauty made up of can-
dour, gentleness, graciousness, charm and fragility from
which emerge states of shame, pain and desolation.
Kawaii aesthetics contemplates these meanings and leads
to feelings of pity, compassion and tenderness. But with
time, its meaning became closer to cute, graceful and
fragile, even if those qualities do not appear to be Japa-
nese (MONDEN, 2008, p. 25-26). But it is in Japan that
not only children and women, but also adult men started
to adhere to and consume kawaii.

Many art critics have observed this aesthetics in the
works of Takashi Murakami and Yoshitomo Nara. These
elements are, of course, present, even when represented
by grotesque monsters and rebel children, because the
shapes of the images are rounded, colourful and funny,
leading to an idea of cuteness.

The kawaii may be also observed through the coloured
eyes, penetrating and hypnotic, of the characters of both
artists. These are not simple and real eyes, but colour
compositions through which one can see another uni-
verse. This way of representing a character’s soul through
the eyes is related to kawaii aesthetics because of the
weakness and feeling of compassion. On the other hand,
those who provoke a feeling of weirdness by representing
opposite qualities like creepy and charming at the same
time are known in Japanese culture as kimokawaii,
where kimoi means disgusting and kawaii means beauti-
ful and delicate. This overlap emerges from “the com-
pound of a first feeling of repugnance followed by a feel-
ing of affection” (OKANO, 2012, p. 141).

On closer examination, it is possible to perceive a
kawaii aesthetics combined with a basara aesthetics in
the works of Nara and Murakami, although more so in
Takashi Murakami’s works.

The word basara traces its origins to the sanscrit word

vajra, “which refers to all that is unshakeable, hard as

K

diamond, that crushes all things, the apparatus that obli-
gates the evil gods to submit””(SATO, 1995, p. 330). It
was the name of one of the twelve celestial generals
(TENMYOYA, 2010, p. 9).

During the Muromachi shogunate (AD 1336 to 1573),
whose leader was Ashikaga Takauji, several laws con-
demned the basara way of life, a lifestyle of luxury and
flamboyance. Nevertheless, a famous and controversial
basara daimyé, Sasaki Doyo (AD 1296 to 1373), a confi-
dant and culturally sophisticated governor, ignored these
prohibitions and continued to promote extravagant spec-
tacles and hunting spectacles to his feudatory.

This sometimes rude and cruel behaviour from individ-
uals marginalised by the traditional system shows a soci-
ety in transition, trying to evolve economically, politically
and culturally. Extravagant and luxurious daimyo life-
styles introduced the word basara, making it part of Jap-
anese Culture appearedas a aesthetic.

The Mori Art Museum exhibition The 500 Arhats
(2015) by Takashi Murakami, for example can be related
to basara aesthetics because it was presented as a huge
exhibition, with monumental works, and also because it
was important for the artist and Japan, where it was
shown for the very first time.

Many of the works presented at this exhibition were
based on art works from Japanese history. For Tess
Thackara (2014), the origins of the exhibition are Bud-
dhist, and Murakami seeks order in a chaos of allusions
to death and devastation, searching for healing in the af-
termath of natural disasters like the earthquake and the
tsunami that struck the Tohoku region of Japan in 2011.
In the 19th century, the works of Kané Kazunobu (AD
1816 to 1863) of the Kan6® school emerged after the
1855 earthquake in Tokyo, which shaped the artist’s aes-
thetic and led him to create the work Gohyaku Rakan-zu
(500 Arhats or Rakan). The 500 arhats refers to the spir-
itual protectors of Buddha’s teachings, who act as atten-
dants of illumination during terrible times. It comprised a
total of 100 works, each one measuring 172 X 85 cm.

Following the tradition of the Edo period, Murakami
created The 500 Arhats (2012), measuring 302 X
10,000 cm and consisting of four sections bearing the
names of the legendary Chinese guardians of the four ce-
lestial directions: the white tiger in the west, the blue
dragon in the east, the black tortoise in the north and the
red bird in the south.

All the symbology of the work elicits a lot of reflection.

Aiming at the Research into Nonwritten Cultural Materials



These aren’t beautiful beings, nor are they aligned with
Kazunobu’s deities. They are not looking down, as in Ka-
zunobu’s works, where they soften with the suffering;
rather they look forward, to the tragic event. The majori-
ty of them are grotesque beings; others are weird, with
slovenly dress, and others almost naked, but there are
500 deities in communion, trying to maintain a balance
between life and death. In our point of view, Murakami
assigns to the deities the expressions of pain and horror,
as if they absorbed all the ruined feelings. The slovenly
dress refers to scourge and despair. Other sections show
the deities in a brighter space, some with hands gesturing
in praise, and the whole work is a prayer. The set of
works suggests communion between the deities and hu-
manity. Above all, it seems to us, is the communion be-

tween the artist and his faith.

[---] The 500 Arhats highlights the power of prayer
that transcends religious differences in a dynamic vi-
sion of the intersection of finite life and the infinite na-
ture and universe. It allows us to understand Muraka-
mi’s new artistic interests and directions. [:-*] an
opportunity to examine the role of art and religion in
facing social turmoil and human mortality. It will also
allow us to approach Murakami’s profound exploration
of the power of art to illuminate our understanding of
the human condition and the realities of the world we
live in. (MORI ART MUSEUM)

The four parts of The 500 Arhats by Takashi Murakami
appear to be scroll paintings. They are not continuous
and connected. The artist explains that when one thinks
about abstract works and tries to connect them in the
same context, they tell us a story.

The White Tiger section (2012) contains more arhats
than the other works. There are in total 220 arhats. They
present the ferocious flames which are reinterpretations
of the illustrated scrolls like Otenmon no Hen (AD 866),
the Ban Dainagon e-kotoba (12th century), or, hell in Ki-
tano Tenjin Engi (12th century).

The image of the White Tiger suggests the traditional
iconographic tiger found in Kan6 School paintings. In ad-
dition to the tiger, another important deity that appears
in the work is the tapir, whose shape is defined to be in-
definite, a bear’s body with an elephant’s trunk, rhinocer-
os eyes, tiger legs and a cow’s tail. Its duty is to eat and

eliminate the nightmares.
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In the work Blue Dragon (2012), the elephant and the
whale together look at the work Kujira to z6 no éru kokan
by Edo period artist It6 Jakucht®. Between 2008 and
2010, Takashi Murakami did a rereading of these images
and returned to the theme in his work The 500 Arhats.
According to Professor Nobuo Tsuji, the whale as recre-
ated by Murakami is more powerful and strong than It6
Jakuch(’'s whale. It is more like the whale in Moby Dick
(1851), Herman Melville’s (AD 1819 to 1891) novel.
Another drawing related to traditional art is the dragon.
Before the dragon in The 500 Arhats, Murakami had al-
ready created Unryi sekihen-zu from Soga Shohaku’s?
work Dragon in the Clouds. Although there are similari-
ties, Murakami’s work comically incorporates elements
from western dragons.

In the third work, The Black Tortoise (2012), which is
usually represented in a grotesque manner, as a mixture
of tortoise and snake with long legs, appears transformed
on the Sacred Mountain. It is in the center of the work,
and beside it there is a snake transformed into a kind of
dragon, the shen. According to mythology, the shen ex-
pels mirages in its breath. This dragon has six more
heads above its first, as described in the mystical iconog-
raphy from Manihdju Mandara that appears in paintings
and sculptures of the Kamakura Period (AD 1185 to
1333).

The section Red Bird (2012) seems to bring an atmo-
sphere of quietness, different from the other works, and
more dynamic and powerful. It is composed in a deep
blue representing the universe, with fantastic colours
throughout the entire work. There are two kalavinka, hy-
brid beings, half human and half bird, which, according
to mythology, have a wonderful voice and float like celes-
tial beings. The image of the Red Bird is based on the
phoenix drawings from Osamu Tezuka’s Hinotori
(AD1967 to 1988) works.

This is a work characterized by numerous characters
and details like colours with a deep symbology which
leads to many reflections. Murakami’s work seems to
propose an order based on faith, inexorable transience

and the trauma of existence.

Final considerations

In this study of Takashi Murakami and Yoshitomo
Nara, it was found that many art critics relate the works
of both artists with the kawaii aesthetic, on a concept

comprehended as an element that infantilizes things and
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beings . But it has been observed that kawaii goes be-

yond something cute and graceful, as in kimokawaii and
kowai kawaii, which relates to something more repulsive
and grotesque, which causes fear. Through observation of
the artists’ works, productions and biographies, it ap-
peared that Murakami, more than Nara, dialogues with
basara aesthetics, which inspired the search about this
concept.

Although not mentioned in this report, research on the
influence of manga has been started, indicating a strong
link with European art, mainly art nouveau, art déco, and

the Victorian period; and Japanese traditional art.
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[Notes]

1) In the original French text: “[...] qui désigne tout ce qui est
inébranlable, dur comme le diamant, qui pulvérise toutes
choses, l'instrument qui contraint les dieux maléfiques a se
soumettre.”

2) School created by Kané Masanobu (AD 1434 to 1530), in
Kyoto. It is a pictorial form based on Chinese style paintings
which imported Zen philosophy and practice. Its characteris-
tics are: emphasis on stroke, predominance of ink with very
few or no pigments at all, preference for Chinese subjects,
especially the images of the Zen patriarchs and landscapes.
(THE METROPOLITAN MUSEUM OF ART)

3) It6 Jakucht (1716 to 1800) studied and practised Zen Bud-
dhism. He was influenced by Chinese paintings and Zen
temples. After painting many words with Buddha images, It6
Jakuchi started to search for inspiration in nature. (TSUJI,
2012, p. 86-88)

4) Soga Shohaku (AD 1730 to 1781) was an Edo period paint-
er who developed a stroke style which seem to sweep the
ink, with very dynamic compositions, pigment applied to cer-
tain areas and humour in the images.
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