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Introduction 

At 5:01pm on Thursday, October 2, 2014, I received a knock at the gallery entrance.  

Panicked, I dropped the pastel blue obi I was about to fasten to the wall of summer yukatas and 

rushed to greet whoever was waiting behind the heavy wooden doors.  A very chic, tall woman 

wearing a masterfully draped fitted floor-length black dress stood before me with three other 

people waiting behind her.  “Are you open yet?  May we come in?” she asked gracefully.  As I 

admired her artfully painted red lips and trendy oversized glasses, I realized how much of a mess 

I looked with my disheveled working ponytail, scuffed sneakers, and perspiring forehead.  

Having slept only four hours of nervous sleep the night before, I was operating on pure 

adrenaline and caffeine.  “Can you give me just two minutes?  We’re not quite ready,” I replied, 

feeling guilty and uncomfortable with the idea of making people wait to see my work, as if I 

were some self-important artist whose unpunctual creative process trumped event etiquette.  The 

chic woman and her entourage looked a bit confused at first, but warmly agreed to my request.  

Feeling both relief and more anxiety, I rushed back to the wall of yukatas and decided that, given 

the timing and my need to change into dress shoes, tights, and apply a bit of red lipstick myself, 

the exhibit would be just fine without that pastel blue obi.   

Throughout this process paper, I will lead you through my creative journey.  I will share 

insight into the vision that took three years, 45 magazines, one traditional thesis proposal, three 

international trips, a significant career transition, dozens of yards of fabric, and hundreds of 

stitches to realize.  I will discuss the theories that helped structure my work, the hand-to-mind 

coordination of translating abstracted concepts to tangible materials, and the trade-offs I 

considered along the way.  The journey sometimes resulted in split-second decisions that 
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required scrapping not only details like that blue obi but entire pieces, which, to me, felt like the 

painful equivalent of deleting 30 pages of a master’s thesis in one swift keystroke.    

My process paper reads like a behind-the-scenes art director’s cut of a design project 

meant to bridge theory and art.  However, instead of directing a team, I became the team.  I 

played curator, designer, producer, seamstress, marketer, copywriter, editor, event planner, and 

caterer.  Within these roles, I will share answers to many questions I asked myself along the way, 

questions I am still revisiting.  How does one take an idea and share this idea in a tangible, visual 

manner with an audience of varying levels of topical understanding?  Could I really “see” my 

ideas in the physical world which would mean looking at a piece of fabric or a PVC pipe as not 

just raw material but as objects loaded with semiotic, artistic meaning?  Could I convince my 

audience to see what I saw?  How do I, as a designer and interdisciplinary scholar, merge theory 

with art in an accessible yet rigorous way?  Finally, as someone who is interested in cross-

cultural currents, how do I observe and describe the flow of two rivers rushing together if I am 

always on a boat glancing backward from the calmness of downstream?  To “see” more clearly, I 

got rid of my boat and decided to step into the torrent of rushing water.    
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ORIGINS: Normalizing the kimono 

 

Unless we strengthen ourselves by a transfusion of fresh blood, how can we maintain our 

energy? And where is the civilized country―ancient or modern, far or near―that has not 

borrowed even a small bit its artistic culture?  

– Samuel Bing, introduction to the premier issue, Le Japon artistique, May 1888   
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Inspiration and Motivation  

The first time I slipped on a yukata, or summer kimono, I felt as though my body had just 

been enveloped in an easy embrace of luxury.  The drape and cut of the cotton fabric was 

breathable and freeing while still comforting and secure.  I felt a sense of my childhood coming 

back as the garment allowed for playful mobility, but not too much to take away a semblance of 

refinement and elegance.  I was, after all, about to sit down to a specialty kaiseki dinner which 

involved a sequence of many small plates of artfully prepared cuisine.  Yet, the yukata still 

resembled a costume in my eyes as I examined myself in the mirror in our room at the ryokan, or 

traditional Japanese inn.     

After the fourth or fifth time I secured the tie of a yukata, it felt more like a  

“thing to wear” – the literal translation of kimono – rather than a costume.  The kimono has now 

become so familiar to me that I got engaged while wearing a beautiful purple floral yukata at a 

summer matsuri or festival at an ancient shrine in Niigata, Japan.  Of course, I would not wear a 

yukata at a high-end hotel restaurant back in the U.S.  Everything depends on context and 

cultural appropriateness.  However, even though most Japanese don’t wear kimonos every day as 

they are treated more as special-occasion apparel, (Milhaupt, 2014), hints of kimono style are 

found everywhere, even in Western style clothing.  Kimono style jackets, sleeves, and tunics are 

now an integral part of Western fashion.  Their prevalence lessens the exoticness of the kimono 

by using subtle suggestions of its form rather than appropriating the entire garment, rendering it 

wearable for the average American woman.   

Sometimes, the style is so subtle, it is difficult to see the kimono as the original source of 

inspiration.  For example, one could argue that celebrated American designer Diane von 

Furstenberg’s iconic 1970s “wrap dress” was influenced by the draping of a kimono with its 
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liberating zipperless, buttonless construction (see Figures 1 and 2).  Von Furstenberg is famous 

for saying that she created the dress to liberate women.  In an interview for Harper’s Bazaar 

(Condhina, 2014) she reiterates her intention:    

"My first goal was to be independent. I was working at Angelo Ferretti's textile factory in 

Rome. I was pregnant, I was engaged [to Egon von Furstenberg], and I was moving to 

America, but I wanted to keep working. So I created a top inspired by the kind that 

ballerinas wear over their tutu, with a matching skirt." That concept, what she calls "an 

old shape, like a kimono, crisscrossing over the body," evolved into a dress, rendered in 

printed jersey that sluiced over the female frame. "It was a nothing little dress, but it 

became a major thing—the easiest, simplest, most flattering thing a woman could wear. 

 

Figures 1 and 2: 

 

   

Figure 1 (left): Fall 2014 wrap dress by Diane Von Furstenberg, DVF.com;  

Figure 2 (right): Spring/Summer 2014 kimono by Jotaro Saito, JapaneseStreets.com.   

However, Ms. Von Furstenberg is not the first to conceive of a new feminist silhouette by 

borrowing from Japan.  In the early 1900s, the West was in the midst of a Japanese love affair 

http://www.dvf.com/dvf-leandra-wool-wrap-dress/D180501N14_RUNWAY.html?CID=share_facebook
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that began in the mid nineteenth century when artists, photographers, and explorers started 

visiting the island nation and importing kimonos, woodblock prints, and other items like screens 

and fans.  This movement is called Japanism (Weisberg, 2011).  French designer Paul Poiret, 

having seen kimonos in Paris, created the first Western fashion garment to drape from the 

shoulder into a unified form.  He liberated women from their petticoats and corsets which 

cinched from the midsection, bisecting the body into two projected forms of breasts and hips, 

reinforcing the impression of women as ornate objects.  His creation came at the same time as 

the women’s suffrage movement and the introduction of women’s bicycling and sports which 

demanded more mobility and ease of movement.  Although he was not the only designer to 

create new shapes during this time period, Poiret is credited as revolutionizing Western 

dressmaking by borrowing draping and patterning techniques from the Japanese kimono 

(Milhaupt, 2014).  

My personal process of normalizing the kimono, moving it from exotic costume to 

clothing, and then integrating it into my personal identity and understanding of Western style is a 

demonstration of what I aimed to show in my exhibit.  Globalization has changed the way 

American women cultivate and express their identity through fashion.  Fashion is now filtered 

through a global marketplace of possibility, giving women more nuances of expression that can’t 

always be attached to a country or culture of origin.  According to Alisa Gould Simon and 

Rachel Aubrey Rutherford, the CEOs of Pose, an online global bartering site for fashion: 

“The world of fashion is increasingly homogenous. More and more, shoppers from 

Manila to Miami are finding themselves browsing the same clothing racks, and popular 

media continues to put the same models and celebrities on a pedestal. But, instead of 

producing a sea of copycats, it has left us hungrier than ever for diversity” (Pose.com).  

 

This hunger for difference supports a polycentric fashion system where power and influence 

cannot be located in a single isolated place.  This means American women augment “American” 



9 
 

style by fusing it with the global marketplace to meet their own style sensibilities, blending a 

normalized exotic with the native familiar in an ongoing process of negotiation and adaptation.  

A polycentric fashion system would seem to suggest that American women can no longer 

identify their fashions as uniquely “American”; and Japanese women can no longer identify their 

fashions as uniquely “Japanese,” which might assume a degradation of the authentic self.  

However, what these women may lose in a borderless world, they gain via a global bazaar of 

aesthetic choice.  In this sense, the self is untethered from one-dimensional means of identity, 

such as nationality or culture defined by geography alone. When women are exposed to a 

seemingly infinite array of mix-and-match aesthetic options, the individual is left to cultivate the 

self in a more active fashion, which may be daunting, but also empowering.    

However, when the culture of one country is appropriated, borrowed, or interpreted by 

another, the process is often messy.  This is especially the case when both countries are 

borrowing from one another simultaneously in a pattern over an extended period of time, as 

Japan and America have done – the first wave in the mid-nineteenth century, the second at the 

turn of that century, the third in the 1980s, and the current wave, if there is one formally, 

occurring today.  This messiness, I realized, could not be addressed successfully by writing 

alone.  The nature of the topic was such that it required a visual means of expression and an 

audience from which to draw a response.  Thus, the idea for a visual creative project was born.   

Discourse on globalization is largely polarized between those who promote its potential 

for world enrichment through cultural exchange and those who warn of a loss of cultural 

authenticity amidst widespread homogenization (Kumaravadivelu 2008; Collum 2007). 

Typically, those in the latter camp assume a power imbalance between the imperialistic West and 

“vulnerable” East.  However, developed countries such as Japan and the U.S. have exported 
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culture to one another in a much more bilateral manner, especially since the 1980s.  In this case, 

Rutherford’s (1990) culture commodification theory applies whereby “difference ceases to 

threaten, or to signify power relations. Otherness is sought after for its exchange value, its 

exoticism and the pleasures, thrills and adventures it can offer. The power relation is closer to 

tourism than imperialism, an expropriation of meaning rather than materials” (pg. 10).   

My exhibit, which I called simply Wearing Japan, was informed by the complexities 

inherent in cultural appropriation and exchange, locating Japan as the source of an evolved 

exoticism in contemporary America.  Both Japan and America have sold their cultural 

differences to one another, with young women sourcing aesthetics from the “exotic other.”  

During the West’s fixation on Orientalism in the nineteenth century, exoticism implied sexuality 

and primitivism located in far-away “undiscovered” lands like China, Tahiti, Japan, and 

countries that were considered part of the Near East like Morocco and Egypt (Said 1978, 

Weisberg, 2011).  However, definitions have changed in a world with increasing wealth, 

consumerism, and hyper-connectivity.  I wondered, what does it mean to experience new places 

and to consume “exotic things” of adornment from those places in an already globalized 

paradigm?   Because both countries have powerful economies to make their cultures highly 

visible, recent interactions between the two produce vibrant cross-pollinations.  I chose to 

display these cross-pollinations through a medium I felt would best serve as a metaphor for 

aesthetic blending and borrowing.  That medium was fashion.     

My project is relevant because certain aesthetics tend to be associated with specific 

countries, which can reveal much about culture.  For example, American blue jeans might be 

associated with rugged individualism; Japanese kimonos might be associated with tradition and 

beauty.  However, as the world engages in international trade and as cultural aesthetics are 
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exported and consumed, blended and reinterpreted, national and individual identities may shift.  

More specifically, globalization may influence the way exoticism is defined and obtained 

culturally, as well as the way in which women bolster their identities in consumerist societies.   

Through my exhibit, I demonstrate that globalization encourages a “globalized style” and 

fades the exotic qualities of imported cultural aesthetics.  My pieces were meant to look both 

Japanese and American.  At the same time, globalization supports fashion polycentrism and a 

dynamic marketplace of aesthetic combinations, which empowers women’s search for identity in 

their fashion choices.    

Artistic Purpose and Objectives  

The purpose of my project was to personally explore a set of questions and share my 

findings visually.  If the U.S. engaged in a renewed love affair with Japan, much like its 

nineteenth-century relationship, what would this look like?  How do Americans, especially 

women, “wear” Japan?  These are the main questions I aimed to answer in my exhibit.  More 

specifically, I designed my exhibit to do the following:  

 Identify which elements of nineteenth-century Japanism are still prevalent in 

contemporary America;    

 Show how the cultural labels of “American” and “Japanese” have blurred amidst 

globalization, consumer technology, and international artistic collaborations;    

 Explore how Japan influences American women’s sense of identity through fashion;    

 Illustrate the back and forth “chain of influence” between Japan and America;   

 Highlight the power of Japanese pop culture on the West.  
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To realize these objectives, I created six main pieces that each represented a theme (see 

Wearing Japan pg. 94 - 95).  These themes evoked a comparative arc between nineteenth-

century Japanism, the influence of Japanese art and aesthetics on the West, and what I believe to 

be its contemporary manifestations.  All pieces were crafted from a viewpoint that locates Japan 

at the center of American culture and commerce.  I ended up settling on six themes: 1) Branded 

Culture, 2) Western Geisha, 3) Kawaii (cute) Controversy, 4) Steampunk Lolitas and Space 

Cowboys, 5) Hip-Hop Defiance, and 6) Dystopian Cyberpunk.  

Interdisciplinarity  

My work is appropriate for the Master of Liberal Studies degree, rather than an MFA or 

degree in fashion design, because my designs were not meant to be wearable or adherent to one 

technical fine art form.  More importantly, I covered subject material that is interdisciplinary in 

nature.  My project focused on East-West dynamics specific to Japanism within the West.  To 

draw a comparative arc between nineteenth-century imagery and its contemporary equivalent, I 

drew from three disciplines: art history, semiotics, and gender/fashion studies.   

Art history provided the Japaniste backdrop which helped me put my designs into 

historical context.  I drew from the Orientalist and Japaniste movement of the nineteenth century 

to source imagery from artists like Van Gogh, Monet, and Whistler.  I used textual and cultural 

analysis from authors like Said (1978), Yoshihara (2003), and Weisberg (2011) to understand the 

impact on art as well as the implications of cultural appropriation and exchange during this time 

period.  

Using semiotics, I gave voice and meaning to my designs.  Following the semiotic 

theories of French philosopher Roland Barthes, my artistic designs served as signifiers of 
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meaning beyond their status as garments.  Barthes (1983) suggests that the language used in 

fashion magazines is part of a larger system of signs, which reveals much about the cultural 

threads of not only Fashion but also the consumerist society upon which it thrives.  My project 

focused on the visual aspect of exhibited apparel with the idea that my designs had something 

important to say about “Japaneseness” within American culture. 

Fashion and gender theories helped to direct implications for American women operating 

within a globalized consumerist context.  These implications were inferred through my designs 

and explained on their accompanying descriptions at the exhibit.  Judith Butler’s performative 

theory of gender as an effect of reiterative acting is especially relevant (Salih, 2004).  If gender is 

performed, then fashion serves as the costume adorning the theatrics.  Fashion discourse shows 

that apparel is not just functional or superficial ornamentation.  Our clothing choices reflect our 

cultural and gendered identity as well as our consumerist desires to blend in while standing out 

(Davis, 1992; Rutherford, 1990).   

Here is a raw sketch I created to help illustrate my interdisciplinary framework (see 

Figure 3):   
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Figure 3:  

 

Rough hand-drawn sketch of interdisciplinarity  
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SEWING SEMIOTICS: Fashion as lens and platform  

 

Fashion is something you attach to yourself, put on, and through that interaction the meaning of 

it is born. 

– Rei Kawakubo, Wall Street Journal Interview, August 25, 2011,    
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Fashion Speaks  

Every element of all six of my pieces was intentional, emblematic, and semiotic – from 

the overarching display down to the intricate details.  Semiotics is the study of signs and symbols 

present in the world around us.  Semiotics assumes that everything, especially visual images, can 

be read as a text.  However, texts are only readable if they are put into context, and thus the 

semiotic meaning is often rooted in the larger societal and cultural landscape.  Often, the 

significance is determined by the collective consciousness of cultural groups in a given point in 

time (Barthes, 1972, 1983).  For example, an iconic symbol like a cowboy hat may suggest 

rugged individualism in the U.S. even though the days of the Wild West are long gone.  Since 

this style is present in Japanese anime or fashion magazines, it is tempting to assume Japan 

reveres this spirit for the American value.  However, the Japanese view the cowboy as a team 

player as stated by King and O’Boyle (2003): “It is the cattle drive, with a team of cowboys 

acting in concert to achieve a goal, that strikes a chord of recognition and value in Japanese 

culture, along with the cowboy ethic of living up to a personal code of honor like the Samurais’” 

(pg. 5).  As such, my interpretations of American icons existing within a Japanese context, and 

vice versa, required deep research into cultural significance.   

In my search, I encountered a brand called Divka, a Japanese fashion brand established 

by two Japanese creators in 2011, based in Tokyo.  Divka’s primary designer, like many of his 

artist predecessors in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, studied in London but returned 

to Japan to start the business after graduation.  The collections are designed and produced in 

Japan.  However, according to independent designer platform Not Just A Label, Divka’s clothes 

are valued as “Japanese style” in foreign countries and valued as “European style” in Japan (see 

Figure 4).  The same article of clothing may be labeled as belonging to two distinct cultures 
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depending on the geographic vantage point.   Encountering an example like Divka made me 

aware that, although I have traveled frequently to Japan, I am limited to my American point of 

view, and because my knowledge exists most deeply in American pop-culture, I focused 

primarily on the American interpretation of Japanese cultural signs.   

Figure 4:  

 

Japanese fashion brand divka, Fall/Winter 2014/15    

When I began searching for imagery and identifying areas of cultural borrowing or 

blending, I realized that the process of categorizing something as having either a distinctly 

“Japanese” or distinctly “American” quality was difficult.  My work involved hunting for signs 

or signifiers of “Japaneseness” in American culture which often sent me looking for parallel 

http://www.divkanet.com/divka/divka/2014aw.html
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signs of “Americanness” in Japanese culture.  For example, the 1990 American film The Matrix 

contains imagery and ideas already explored in many dystopian-themed Japanese anime 

(animated films and series) as well as manga (comic books) (see Wearing Japan pg. 80).  At the 

same time, some of these anime contain topics already explored by Western philosophers, some 

of whom had traveled to the East.  I found myself spiraling down into a long chain of historical 

borrowing which had me questioning whether or not we can truly label contemporary symbols as 

authentically “Japanese” or “American.”  

In an already cross-pollinated world, locating the origin of an image’s “Americanness” 

and “Japaneseness” proves complicated.  In terms of fashion, it is easy to focus on the 

immediate, general content of a style - the lines, color and texture of the form as they signify 

something greater, such as sophistication, sex-appeal, or sportiness.  A black leather mini skirt, 

for example, suggests something entirely different from a navy business suit.  However, it is not 

so easy to immediately uncover the background of these styles simply by viewing them 

independent of other signs or icons.  In semiotic language, one needs to make sense of signs 

through relational meaning-making.  For my installation, I was interested in uncovering previous 

meanings inherent in the makeup of a garment by putting it into historical, connotative context.  

For example, American designer Diane Von Furstenburg’s iconic wrap-dress, which was 

conceived in the 1970s, has become a staple in many American women’s closets and is 

associated with American feminism as I previously mentioned.  Yet, the original inspiration can 

be tied to earlier American sportswear influenced by the kimono (see Figure 5).  Thus, the 

“Japaneseness” in a contemporary wrap-dress, as well as in America in general, may not be 

immediately apparent because, in this sense, it has become integrated and normalized.    
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Figure 5: 

 

Dinner dress, 1922–23. Paul Poiret (French, 1879–1944). Navy-blue and red silk faille, gold metallic bullion 

buttons. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.  Gift of Mrs. Muriel Draper, 1943  



20 
 

Notably, the icons and symbols that are easy to recognize are often associated with 

history and cultural tradition, having been perpetuated over time by outsiders relying on 

stereotypes to describe the exotic.  Symbols like guns, cowboys, and apple pie, for example, 

might be considered American tropes by nations like Japan who view these icons as supremely 

foreign from everyday Japanese life.  Similarly, the West may consider icons like kimonos, 

geisha, fans, samurai, and natural motifs like bamboo and cherry blossoms as being traditionally 

Japanese and thus exotic compared to American life.  These symbols have also been perpetuated 

since the mid-nineteenth century by Japanese merchants and artists recognizing a market 

opportunity to sell the West what it wanted to buy, in the form of “Americanized” kimono-like 

dresses (see Figure 6), “auto-exoticized” souvenir photographs of courtesans and samurai 

dressed in pre-modern traditional garb, ukiyo-e or woodblock prints (see Figure 7), as well as 

many other items of art (Hight, 2011; Milhaupt, 2014, pg. 144, Wakita 2009).   

In my installation, I thought it was important to highlight the West’s relationship with 

traditional symbols and Japanese motifs like the kimono.  This is why I used antique kimonos in 

two of my pieces, one of which I decided to showcase as the first piece the audience would 

encounter as they stepped through the gallery doors.  I drew attention to this centerpiece, which I 

called Western Geisha (see Wearing Japan, pg. 16) by situating the mannequin wearing a 

sumptuous yellow silk kimono in front of a large white, blank wall upon which I arranged three 

small butterflies and a sprig to frame the scene like a canvas or stage, using negative space to my 

advantage.  I elevated the piece by placing the mannequin on a box which was draped in gold, 

black, and pale green Japanese textiles with natural motifs like flowers and abstracted leaves.  I 

painted silk leaves in gold and copper and tossed them over the textile, around the mannequin’s 
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feet to further emphasize the West’s fixation on Japan’s natural world and the tendency to freeze 

it within a primitive Orientalized paradigm.  

Figure 6: 

 

Iida & Co. – Takashimaya Department Store Evening Robe, Meiji period (1868-1912), ca. 1910, Plain-weave silk 

with silk embroidery. Brooklyn Museum Costume Collection at The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Gift of the 

Brooklyn Museum, 2009; Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Maxine L. Hermanos, 1961 
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Figure 7: 

 

 

Left: Felice Beato, Woman Applying Cosmetics, (cartes-des visite or souvenir postcard),1860s 

Right: Utagawa Kunisada, The Popular Type (ukiyo-e or Japanese woodblock print) 1822-23  

 

In contrast, to illustrate the more subtle, less visible, and thus less traditional forms of 

cultural cross-pollination, I chose signs and symbols from the American hip-hop world like spray 

paint, records, boomboxes, large gold painted necklaces, and baggy streetwear sourced directly 

from Osaka.  My Hip-Hop Defiance piece was the least theatrical in that it was the only 

mannequin wearing regular street clothes, yet each item of clothing suggested something very 

symbolic and specific that, upon closer examination, could be teased out and recognized as part 
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of a greater narrative.  The narrative, in this case, involves race and the Japanese appropriation of 

black American culture to defy homogeneity in a conformist society.  Although I left the 

individual streetwear pieces in tact intentionally to serve as a more “pure” reflection of Japanese 

hip-hop appropriation, the overall effect was theatrical in its presentation (see Wearing Japan, 

pg. 68).   The act of taking streetwear and treating is as worthy of public exhibition, dressing it 

up with props and putting it “on stage,” removes it from its original referents and positions it 

within the realm of performance art.  

 As I demonstrated in my exhibit, if we read clothing as text, we discover there is much 

more to fashion than consumers keeping up with trends and designers leveraging the fashion 

cycle to grow the bottom line.  As the creative director for Chanel, Karl Lagerfeld stated, 

“Fashion is a language that creates itself in clothes to interpret reality.”  Even profitable 

commercial fashion houses require inspiration and a point of view apart from the salability of a 

garment.  They must garner interest and maintain cultural relevance.  This relevance can be 

derived from multiple places – a designer’s personal life, literature, art, nature, politics, current 

events, history, other designers – and all of the elements that make up someone’s “culture.”  As 

such, my installation was not about fashion, but what we can infer about culture using fashion as 

a lens and a platform for self-expression.    

The content of my work was not limited to fashion styles America appropriated or 

borrowed from Japan.  If this were the case, my exhibit would have looked more like ready-to-

wear fashion apparel which, compared to couture and avant-garde, is less theatrical and more 

wearable for “everyday life” as the name suggests.  This topic is certainly relevant and worthy of 

study, but it was too narrow in focus and would not have had the desired impact.  In my opinion, 

ready-to-wear is more limiting in terms of its ability to convey immediate meaning beyond the 
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clothing.  This is why I chose to use fashion in more of an avant-garde manner, as a platform to 

speak about themes of cross-pollination that stretch across a wide variety of cultural verticals 

such as music, film, futurism, history, consumerism, and art.     

Semiotics of Color   

In order to achieve the desired result for all six of my pieces, I modified most of what I 

originally sourced in terms of apparel and materials.  Most of the modification was part of my 

creative process of upcycling or deconstructing and reconstructing already-made items to give 

them new life.  The level of modification was dependent on the theme, the materials, and the 

time required.  Some of the modifications were done out of necessity.  For example, three of my 

six mannequins, which I purchased at a used merchandising and fixture store in Minneapolis, 

came in a garish yellow color that conjured images of “yellowface” in my mind.  This was not 

only unacceptable, it was going to be a distraction to the content I wanted my audience to focus 

on.  To solve this problem, I chose to spray paint all of my mannequins in metallic colors.  Since 

I didn’t want my mannequins to embody one specific ethnicity – I wanted them to feel like a true 

conceptualization of two cultures – the metallic paint accomplished my goal, and it allowed me 

to craft each mannequin in a color that would not only match its theme, but enhance it.   

Each color choice was intentional and, in hindsight, became integral to the artistic 

direction of each piece.  I gave Steampunk Lolitas + Space Cowboys, for example, a copper tone 

to match the metal used during that era of nineteenth-century steam power which worked well 

against the black leather jacket and skirt I deconstructed (see Wearing Japan pg. 54).  I gave 

Hip-Hop Defiance a chrome gold to reflect the ostentatious bling associated with the genre (see 

Wearing Japan pg. 68).  Gold also worked well for Western Geisha to symbolize status, luxury, 

and exoticism inherent in nineteenth-century Western perceptions of silk-kimono-clad women.  I 
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applied gold glitter mixed with a transparent gloss polymer to the mannequin’s hands to create a 

King Midas illusion of regal eveningwear gloves (see Wearing Japan pg. 30).  I painted Kawaii 

Controversy silver to offset the bright pinks, purples, and pastel blues which gave the mannequin 

a whimsical yet edgy feel (see Wearing Japan pg. 37).  I chose silver for the Branded Culture 

piece to suggest a modern, futuristic base to juxtapose against the antique black kimono jacket 

which supported my theme of tradition blending with modernity (see Wearing Japan pg. 7).  For 

the Cyberpunk Dystopia mannequin, which was originally manufactured in the transparent garish 

yellow, I found a translucent black paint called “Techie Black” which created an eerie, somewhat 

streaky effect that still allowed for translucence (see Wearing Japan pg. 85).  I felt this was a 

beautiful result in that, with close examination, it allowed my audience to see inside the cyborg 

body behind its augmentation of cords, wires, drilled-in computer components, and bodice of 

blinding blue LED lights. 

Sourcing the Exotic  

Finding materials to create my six pieces involved many years of hunting and many 

instances of stumbling upon the right fabric or accessory.  I personally sourced my materials 

from places as familiar as the Minnesota State Fair, Walgreens, local hardware stores, second 

hand stores, and fabric shops as well as places that required a plane ticket and a passport like 

Kathmandu and Japan.  I did not use all of the materials I sourced, and some pieces were easier 

to create than others.  For example, while strolling the markets in Kathmandu, I was lured into a 

traditional Tibetan dress-making shop.  The silk fabrics were so elegant and the hand-made 

dresses so exquisite, I found myself getting lost in the shelves of shiny embroidery.  Before I 

could utter “namaste” and gracefully exit the boutique, the proprietress had picked out a few 

dresses for me to try on.  She was quite charming, and I knew she was hoping for a sale as not 
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many tourists travel during monsoon season, so I gave in and allowed her to dress me in a few of 

my choice.  It felt a bit uncomfortable to be dressed in a traditional Tibetan outfit since I am not 

Tibetan, but I also recognized that this was part of cultural tourism – and, if I purchased 

something, I would be supporting this woman’s business.  I ended up buying a beautiful vibrant 

blue silk dress with pink and light green embroidery (see figure 8). 

Figure 8   

 

Traditional Tibetan silk dress, styled in an unconventional manner and accessorized with a pink obi 

fastened into an embellishment, August 2014.   

When I began planning my exhibit, I wanted to use this dress or its material for the 

Western Geisha piece as I knew it would fit the motif of an Orientalized woman whom the West 

viewed as a fusion of Japanese, Chinese and greater Asian origins.  However, I could not bring 
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myself to cut this dress.  The fabric was so lovely, and the dress so precious that taking scissors 

to it felt sacrilegious.  It also didn’t blend well with the kimonos I had in my collection, which 

presented an aesthetic problem.  Do I put two pieces together that are authentically from Japan 

and Tibetan Nepal but look less than desirable when paired?  Or, do I create something that looks 

more artful and pleasing but may not contain as much authentic fabric as I originally hoped?  

After many days of painful deliberation and dressing and undressing my gold mannequin in 

many different iterations, I decided to remove the Tibetan dress from my exhibit and hang it 

safely in my studio for future use.  In the end, this was the right decision.  I didn’t need multiple 

fabrics from multiple countries to demonstrate my Western Geisha theme.  I simply needed a 

beautiful antique yellow silk kimono and the improvisation skills to style it and set-dress it in 

such a way that illustrated my concept.  Sometimes, simplicity is the best solution.  

During a trip to Japan, this one in the sweltering heat of August, I found air-conditioned 

relief by scouring boutiques in Osaka and Niigata, where my friends live, for accessories that 

would complete my Hip-Hop Controversy piece.  On the third floor of a department store, tucked 

in the corner, I spotted a poster of a young Japanese model with smoky eyes wearing a bandana 

head scarf and a sexy bustier top with the words “Harlem Style” written above her.  This was a 

perfect place to see commercialized Japanese interpretations of black hip-hop culture.  In my 

research, I discovered a long chain of appropriation of street-style hip-hop originating in the 

1980s and continuing today (see Wearing Japan pg. 68). In addition to a pair of shiny black 

jogger pants and lots of t-shirts with provocative English writing, I found the perfect gold-coated 

necklace with an NYC monogram to throw around the neck of the gold painted mannequin.  For 

the exhibit’s final look, I chose a sleeveless, baggy t-shirt with a screen printed silhouette of five 

Rockette-like women wearing Mickey Mouse ears and bold English copy that read “I AM 
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DIFFERENT FROM OTHER.”   I felt these pieces served as true artifacts, and I did not want to 

manipulate them as I did the other pieces’ materials.   

 To keep with my theme of borrowing and reinvention, I used a dress from my own closet 

as the base for the Kawaii Controversy piece.  The dress, in and of itself, served as an artifact for 

cross-cultural currents since it is from the brand L.A.M.B. which is American pop-star Gwen 

Stefani’s designer clothing label.  Stefani, known for her inventive original style, is a self-

proclaimed Japanophile and often takes her artistic inspiration from the colorful Harajuku district 

of Tokyo.  The music video for her song, Harajuku Girls, which I included in my installation 

soundtrack, involves a troop of one Japanese American and three native Japanese dancers 

wearing Harajuku kawaii-style fashion.  Stefani hired her troop in 2004, and they perform not 

only in her music videos but also in live performances.  Critics of Stefani’s approach compare it 

to Madonna’s controversial performances in which the material girl is showcased as a 

domineering white woman surrounded by black male dancers.   

I took the bold black mini dress from L.A.M.B. and paired it with sheer black thigh-high 

stockings to create a provocative foundation.  On top of this suggestive base, I secured a 

children’s powder-blue and purple tutu as well as an adult hot pink tutu.  I sliced the top layer of 

the pink tutu in the front and pulled it towards the back which produced a sweeping effect, 

making it look like a flirtatious wind was blowing the skirt back and slightly up.  On the bodice 

of the dress, I fastened children’s pop-beads up the asymmetric boning to create a colorful, 

candy-like burst of movement.  I attached playful Rilakumma stickers of bears and other animals 

to the other side under the satin lapel (see Wearing Japan pg. 48).  Rilakumma is a popular bear 

character in Japan, akin to Hello Kitty.  The set dressing included items sourced from Minnesota 

State Fair carnival games, Tokyo arcade winnings, and children’s back-to-school accessories.  
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With one hand on her hip, my Kawaii mannequin floated in a cotton-candy play-land complete 

with Hello Kitty and My Little Pony stuffed animals gathered around her feet.  I wanted her to 

look as if she was bursting out of an ocean of bubblegum pop culture, so I draped a whimsical 

Audrey Hepburn print fabric around her sheer stocking feet like a Christmas tree skirt (see 

Wearing Japan pg. 52). 

Theatricality   

I chose to construct my pieces in a theatrical, larger-than-life manner.  Unlike the 

nineteenth century Japanism era, in contemporary America, Japanese influence is mostly subtle 

because it is in the process of becoming normative or normalized.   We watch cat videos and 

probably consider this phenomenon very American.  But, the Japanese have been cooing over 

cats and cute animals for decades.  They have gone so far as to open up cat cafes, which are 

coffee shops whose main attraction are cats that can be played with for a cover fee.  The first cat 

café in the U.S. opened in San Francisco in early 2014.  Sushi restaurants, kimono-style blouses, 

clog and flat platform style shoes, are all examples of soft influence.  Even Comic Con in Los 

Angeles, an annual exhibition and fan convention of computer and video games, TV series, and 

comic movies, is becoming more normalized to U.S. culture as people dress up as Marvel 

superheroes in addition to the original Japanese anime characters.    

However, occasionally the West puts Japan on a stage and makes it feel theatrical, like a 

spectacle.  Designer John Galliano’s 2007 spring couture show for Dior and Katie Perry’s 

controversial 2013 AMA performance are good examples (see Wearing Japan pg. 24 – 25).    

Pop stars and couture fashion designers operate on a plane of fantasy disconnected from the 

constraints of reality which require them to exist in a world of costume and artistic freedom often 

not available to the non-performer.  I chose to make my pieces theatrical to grab attention and 
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position them like Japan was shown as a spectacle during nineteenth-century World Fairs.  

Curators would construct massive exhibits and commission artists to build Chinois and Japaniste 

themed buildings, furniture, and paintings that were considered by the public to be highly exotic.  

Stereotypical visual cues such as the kimono, fans, geisha, and other motifs associated with 

Japanese art, like the natural world served as exotic social currency for an exclusive group of 

upper-class Western women who would purchase these items based on the grandness of their 

display at World Fairs (Yoshihara, 2003; Weisberg, 2011).  I wanted my installation to deliver a 

similar level of exotic visual power, using contemporary content translated to a contemporary 

audience.  By applying the nineteenth century idea of Japan as spectacle to contemporary 

content, I created an opportunity for my audience to examine the normal pop cultural 

accessories, taken for granted in their every-day lives, and see them in a new light.    

I could have made normalized outfits using Japanese denim paired with kimono blouses 

and clogs, for example, but this would not have made the same impact or communicated my 

original ideas effectively.  I discovered this through experience.  The first piece I conceived of, 

Branded Culture, resembled ready-to-wear apparel (see Figures 9 and 10).  I wanted to illustrate 

the sewing together of Japanese and American aesthetics within a consumerist context, 

highlighting the tendency to rely on traditional stereotypes to define culture in a “native vs. 

exotic” or “domestic vs. foreign” paradigm.  My first design idea was quite literal.  By bisecting 

a head-to-tie outfit down the middle into stereotypical styles, one side Japanese kimono/yukata 

and one side American blue jean, we can see two cultures sewn together.  Then, by attaching 

Japanese brands on the blue jean and Western brands on the kimono, I would emphasize both 

nations’ obsession with branding and the shared history of stitched-on appropriation. 
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However, when I attempted to translate this design idea to real life on a mannequin and 

with real clothing, I felt underwhelmed by the result.  The outfit felt too literal, too forced, and, 

although it was not culturally wearable in either the U.S. or Japan, it felt very much like a ready-

to-wear ensemble, especially with the denim jeans.  Here is the original design concept:  

Figure 9 

 

Original design board for Branded Culture  
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Figure 10 

  

Original design board for Branded Culture  

I decided that my idea needed more theatricality.  I scrapped the denim jeans all together, 

and opted to pair the men’s kimono jacket with white martial artist pants, which created a 

character resembling a peasant-meets-warrior style.  I also thought of adding katanas or sticks to 

the look, but unfortunately my resources ran too thin.  The goal was to create a character that was 

different enough to be initially un-relatable to an American audience because of the fashion, but 

upon closer inspection became relatable because of the recognized brands covering the jacket.  I 

felt the end result worked well (see Wearing Japan pg. 7): 

   Another element of theatricality I wanted to create for my audience was a mild feeling 

of culture shock, especially for attendees who had never visited Japan.  Based on my personal 

experience, the most effective way to feel overwhelmed and over-immersed in an aesthetic one 
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can find nowhere else in the world is to visit an arcade in Ikebukuro, the gaming and technology 

district.  The environment, which is often open to the street without windows or doors, calls to 

newbies by luring them in with a wall of fluorescent sound and pulsing color.  Once inside, the 

interior engulfs its players in a dense microcosm of Japanese anime, music, and pop culture 

compressed into a tiny room exploding with stimulus vying for your attention from every 

direction, including the ceiling.  Rows upon rows of machines, games, and digital photobooths 

with photo retouching power beyond anything offered in the U.S., line the walls and snake 

through the center.  After the initial shock of in-your-face frenetic foreignness, the seduction 

begins.  It is this very feeling, in a more accessible form, I wanted to induce as audience 

members entered my exhibit.   

 I accomplished this by making my mannequins feel human yet cartoonish at the same 

time.  The outfits were costume-like and unwearable for everyday fashion, especially the 

Steampunk Lolita/Space Cowboy piece.  For all of my pieces, I used unconventional materials 

like children’s pop-beads, frosted sugar cookies, toy ray-guns, old computer cords and monitors, 

LED track lighting, tiny copper gears, and PVC pipes spray-painted to look like copper pistons.  

The exaggerated theatrical mood was enhanced by a carefully crafted playlist, which I felt was 

critical to completing my goal.  The soundtrack accompanying my installation was filled with an 

assortment of high energy as well as low-fi hip hop and J-pop tracks with the occasional 

American pop artist thrown in for relevance, such as Katy Perry and Gwen Stefani as they are 

known for using Japanese pop-cultural references in their music and fashion (see Figure 11).  
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Figure 11   
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My sourcing process included multiple trips to Japan.  During a trip to Tokyo in 

November of 2013, I played many arcade claw games in Ikebukuro, the gaming and technology 

district, to win plush characters that eventually served as set dressing props in my Kawaii 

Controversy piece.  Japanese arcades contain strong elements of theatricality in that they 

transport players into an escapist playland stuffed with anime characters vying for attention with 

the deposit of a few 100 Yen coins.  The thrill of finally winning a plush cat head character, 

Nyanko Sensei, from the anime Natsume’s Book of Friends, was overwhelming as it took me ten 

tries and many coins.  This plush cat head, which resembles a maneki-neko or lucky cat, sat 

perched on top of a chair in the corner of my living room for two years, gazing down upon the 

room’s activities with its fat and content smile giving guests a chuckle (see Wearing Japan pg. 

37).  A maneki-neko is a popular figurine in Japan, often placed in shop windows to lure 

customers in and bring the store good luck.  No game in Vegas could ever beat the feeling of 

winning these materials in a Japanese arcade.  American casinos have never provided me with 

much enjoyment as I experience intense claustrophobia with the windowless rooms, flashing 

lights, smoke, and frenetic slot-machine sounds.  Yet, I could spend hours in a Tokyo arcade 

which is significantly more overwhelming with visual stimulus and neon sounds.   

Hanging the rilakkuma bear heads from the ceiling so they hovered above the mannequin 

bodies created a whimsical and fantastical atmosphere, and served as a sort of metaphor for 

Japan’s Edo period Floating World (see Wearing Japan pg. 3).  Rilakkuma is a cute and cuddly 

Japanese character resembling a bear.  The name Rilakkuma is derived from a combination of 

the Japanese pronunciation for relax and the Japanese word for bear.  Disconnecting a head from 

a body makes the human form seem otherworldly and, in this case, cartoonish.  This was 

intentional as I believed my audience would be more willing to objectify a character and analyze 
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its semiotic meaning if they could view it as non-human.  Of course, my mannequins were 

anything but non-human since they served as metaphorical signifiers of themes in human culture.  
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ACTIVE FASHION: From critic to creator  

 

Design is not for philosophy. It is for life.   

– Issey Miyake  
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From Critic to Creator  

My art drew directly from the didactics I had previously formulated after performing 

research based on my original thesis proposal.  The original proposal required me to examine 

imagery from the nineteenth century Japaniste era and compare it with contemporary imagery to 

assess how Japan may be influencing America today.  The Japaniste imagery came from 

nineteenth-century paintings, photographs, prints and magazines.  The contemporary imagery 

came from American magazines including Vogue, Nylon, as well as Japanese magazines like 

Vogue Nippon and Happie NUTS (see Wearing Japan pg. 39, 41, and 77).  In 2001, as part of the 

Introduction to Interdisciplinary Inquiry course, I completed a survey of contemporary imagery 

and wrote an analysis paper discussing my findings.  A year later, I completed an art history 

course called East-West / West-East in which I learned a great deal about the nineteenth-century 

Orientalist and Japaniste movement in the West.  In this course, I wrote a paper about Western 

artists’ portrayal of women wearing kimonos and the implications for Western women.  I 

augmented my understanding of my subject with a course from the Asian Languages and 

Literature department called Gendering in Pre-Modern Japan.  I wrote a paper analyzing 

nineteenth-century photographs of Japanese women sold as carte-des-visites or souvenir 

postcards back to Western consumers.  These topical courses, combined with an introductory 

course on semiotics, gave me an interdisciplinary grounding in art history, semiotics, and gender 

studies within a globalized paradigm.   

Although I gained great value from my coursework, I felt strongly that I could not create 

a successful project without real, hands-on experiences.  If I was going to bridge theory and art, 

and communicate my ideas visually, I needed to incorporate observational research from my own 

life travels and experiences.  I needed to touch fabric, take photographs, engage in conversations, 
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and absorb media that brought me closer to this place of cross-cultural currents.   I needed to 

start acting like a creator, crafting my own art and drawing from my own point of view rather 

than continue to analyze others.  These hands-on experiences, I decided, would be done in 

tandem with sourcing my materials and building my exhibit.  In this sense, I not only analyzed 

cross-cultural currents from an outsider point-of-view.  I became a part of the process, stepping 

into the water and contributing to the flow.    

Thankfully, I have been fortunate to have traveled to Japan on seven separate occasions 

spanning all four seasons except spring.  The memories, photos, and fashion items I took home 

have all helped to inspire my project.  In between these trips, over the course of my MLS 

program, I looked for opportunities outside of the classroom to enrich my understanding of my 

topic.  During 2012 – 2013, the Minneapolis Institute of Art was on a Japan kick.  I visited many 

exhibits there, including The Audacious Eye, Japanese Art from the Clark Collections which 

showcased a California couple’s collection of over 300 Japanese art objects including paintings, 

sculpture, textiles, woodblock prints, and bamboo baskets.  This was relevant in that it was an 

important example of the Western curation of Japanese aesthetics.  Also at the MIA, I toured Edo 

Pop, The Graphic Impact of Japanese Prints which was an exhibit curated from the largest 

collection of Japanese ukiyo-e or woodblock prints in the country.  This collection is owned by 

the MIA.  More relevant to my project, I also toured Bonjour Japan, a Parisian Love Affair with 

Japanese Art which illustrated how French artists in the Japonisme movement in the nineteenth 

century incorporated Japanese techniques and motifs into their work.  The focus was on nature, 

beautiful women, asymmetry, and playing with perspective.  I incorporated all of these elements 

in my exhibit, using negative space to my advantage around the mannequins, all of whom were 

fashioned as female objects of art.    
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In August 2014, just two months prior to my exhibit, I had the opportunity to visit the 

Seattle Asian Art Museum’s Deco Japan: Shaping Art and Culture 1920 – 1945.  This exhibit 

offered a fantastic view of how Japanese artists and fashion editors incorporated and interpreted 

the art deco trend that originated in Europe and swept most of the West.  Styles included 

geometric deco-themed kimono prints, as well as cropped hair and kimonos paired with Western 

evening coats.  I deeply appreciated this vantage point as so much of my experience up to this 

point was from a Western art history point of view.  To cap my experience, in mid-November 

2014, a month after my exhibit wrapped, I found myself in New York City and made a point to 

visit the Metropolitan Museum of Art to view Kimono: A Modern History which illustrated the 

history of the kimono and how it continues to influence Japanese and Western contemporary 

designers.   

Having never designed or organized an art exhibit, I hoped to learn about the process of 

creating art and putting it on display for public consumption.  Showing one’s artistic work 

requires a good balance of vulnerability and courage in addition to having a point of view.  

Having designed clothing and shown prototypes to friends and family, I have experience in 

putting my creative work “on display.”  However, this didn’t quell the fears of a poor audience 

reaction or worse, an apathetic one, especially since I would be showing among professional 

artists.  The Northrup King Building is home to over 200 artist studios and has become a hub for 

successful working artists in the Twin Cities.  Fortunately, when I first conceived of my idea, I 

felt more excitement than nerves.  Once I realized I could take the research and ideas I originally 

outlined in my traditional thesis proposal and express them in a much more appropriate and 

engaging medium, my imagination took over.  It was imagination that carried me through the 

uncertainty and fear of failure.   
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The Creative Process  

Normally, in fashion, the process of going from idea to finished product looks linear:  

Figure 12: 

 

The designer conceives of an idea and sketches this idea.  Then, materials are sourced which will 

be used to materialize the idea into a finished product.  Rounds of edits between each step are 

normal; however, the process is still linear.  I originally thought I would adhere to this design 

process since it is the structure used in my apparel business which has worked well.  However, 

once I began envisioning the pieces, I found myself jumping around from one step to the next 

and back again as I built multiple pieces concurrently.  My design process resembled a 

continuous flowing stream of designing, sourcing, and creating for all of my pieces all at once:   

Figure 13: 
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The numbered steps represent an iteration of my work in total rather than a movement 

into a separate phase.  The three lines of designing, sourcing, and creating flow together in 

parallel, demonstrating a non-sequential but still iterative creative process.   If I were to go back 

and change my approach, I would not have spent so much time conceptualizing the design of 

each theme before beginning this process.  In fact, I would have let my designs stem directly 

from the sourcing of raw materials.  This would have allowed for a more “pure” result of 

building pieces constructed solely from cross-pollinated materials.  Instead, I found myself 

feeling too much pressure to adhere to an original design which resulted in lots of time hunting 

for very specific and thus elusive items or logging an exorbitant amount of hours attempting to 

create something from scratch that would resemble the original sketch.  Eventually, I needed to 

improvise and change my designs to accommodate the materials that were accessible and 

affordable.  Fittingly, this is not unlike how women shop for their “ideal selves” with limited 

time and resources.  Many engaged shoppers pin aspirational images to boards on Pinterest, but 

then adjust their ideals or change their desires when hunting for real clothing because the 

marketplace is so dense with choice.    

Active Fashion 

My process of sourcing raw materials to build my six pieces mirrored the practice of 

what I call “active fashion.”  Active fashion requires a consciousness of personal style which is 

cultivated by sifting through multiple global sources while remaining grounded in one’s identity.  

Fashion, in our globalized reality, requires the ability to assemble all of the various parts in a 

personal and novel manner, applying what is new, different, or exotic to one’s native sense of 

style.  Though very few women travel the globe with the specific pursuit of buying apparel, 

many women encounter global style and resources created outside of their native countries via a 
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global supply chain.  Open access to inspiration, imagery, and e-retailers online open the 

resource pool wider.  The creation of my installation is a direct metaphor for women’s pursuit of 

identity through fashion.     

In my installation, the original style idea of each piece did not dictate the end look.  The 

end look was realized specifically through the gathering of “exotic” and domestic materials, 

deconstructing them, mixing them, and reconstructing them in a way that allowed the final piece 

to materialize.  In other words, the end result was not a mirror image of its original design idea.  

It took on a form of its own solely through the materials at hand combined with my ability to see 

them arranged in a way that made artistic sense in relation to the conceptual theme I had 

previously identified.  Rather than building exactly from a blueprint, I was relying on my 

intuition and improvisation skills to build my pieces.   

My approach was not simply personal preference.  It became necessary since I was never 

sure what I would find when I started scouting for raw materials.  It didn’t matter if I walked into 

an American fabric shop or a Tokyo boutique, a hardware store or an Ikebukuro arcade – I knew 

I would be browsing a random bazaar of choice that, despite its global nature, was still curated 

by whoever was running the shop which made no guarantees I would find anything useful.  

Additionally, I had the option of e-retail and finding virtually anything I needed through places 

like Amazon.com or Alibaba, if the price and delivery time were right.   

 Another factor that altered my creative process was the physical space in which I would 

be exhibiting.  I did not see the gallery until a month before the showing.  Even as I toured the 

space, it was difficult to envision how everything would lay out without seeing my pieces fully 

built in the environment.  Since I had the space for six days, one of those days needed to be 

allocated for set up which happened the day before and the day of opening night.  Much of the 
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installation build needed to be executed on site, especially the hanging of plush bear heads, as 

well as other set-dressing accessories and the placing of items on the walls like the description 

boards.  Because half of my mannequins involved detailed construction, I couldn’t risk 

transporting them in their full looks, so this meant their assembly needed to be performed on site 

as well.  The on-site build required me to think on the fly and make snap decisions given the time 

constraint in order to have everything ready for opening night.  In a sense, because I was 

building according to spatial constraints that could not have been fully anticipated until I began 

the process of set-up, I found myself designing right up until the doors opened.   

From Concept to Fashion Art  

The process of creating pieces of fashion artwork was laborious and involved many steps.  

The conceptual shapes of my pieces were carefully formulated before I began creating my mood 

boards that would dictate the end result.  First, I culled through all of my previous coursework, 

especially papers that included my analysis of imagery.  I started cataloguing images on Pinterest 

in order to organize my content for inspiration.  My boards were organized into four main 

themes: 1) nineteenth century Japanism, 2) nineteenth-century Japanese culture, 3) contemporary 

Japanism, and 4) contemporary Japanese culture (see Figures 14 and 15).  Using these boards, I 

began to draw historical comparisons between Japan and the West.  I started to identify areas of 

cross-pollination which resulted in follow-up investigations.  Further probing yielded deeper 

cross-cultural exchanges.  For example, I knew that the popular 1999 dystopian cyberpunk 

American film, The Matrix, was inspired by a Japanese anime series Ghost in the Shell; however, 

after doing more digging, I found out that Ghost in the Shell was inspired by a philosophical 

book, Ghost in the Machine, written by Hungarian-British author Arthur Koestler in 1967.  This 
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led to the realization that Dystopian Cyberpunk was an important theme ripe with cross-cultural 

expressions (see Wearing Japan pg. 80).  

Figure 14 

 

Contemporary Western interpretation of Japanese culture, one of four boards on Pinterest used for theme 

identification.   
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Figure 15 

 

Contemporary Japanese culture, one of four boards on Pinterest used for theme identification.   
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Slowly, I began seeing more themes.  I originally created ten; however, I realized that 

building ten pieces was perhaps more work than was necessary, and some of the themes could be 

combined since they overlapped.  Achieving clarity was difficult in this regard because the 

hybrid nature and depth of cross-pollination was complex in some cases.  For example, 

originally, I identified Steampunk Lolitas as a theme distinct from Space Cowboys since, on the 

surface, the content looked visually unrelated.  Space Cowboys, with its ray guns and Wild West 

style, falls into the Space Western genre of science fiction, an area both Japan and the U.S. have 

explored in both film and anime (see Wearing Japan pg. 60).  Steampunk Lolita is another area 

of media entertainment crossover.  When Lolita fashion of petticoats, lace, and high neck lines 

fuses with Steampunk, the result can resemble a futuristic Victorian boudoir (see Wearing Japan 

pg. 56).     

However, I realized that both of these fusion themes were variations of one larger unified 

theme of nineteenth century futurism (see Wearing Japan pg. 62).  Additionally, both involved 

an “outlaw” type of character.  In the Lolita sense, the outlaws are the fashion subcultures 

defying normative society.  In some anime and film, they are equipped with steampunk “Wild 

West” accessories.  Space Cowboys are often outlaws operating in a loosely governed solar 

system.  To consolidate, I grouped these themes under one umbrella based on the Japanese and 

American interest in fastening futuristic ideas onto pre-modern times, often borrowing from one 

another’s pasts to create an alternative future.  

After many hours of categorizing, I settle on six themes (see Wearing Japan pg. 94 – 95).  

From these themes, I created more specific mood boards that would serve as the real artistic 

inspiration for how each piece would be visually constructed.  To provide more insight for my 

audience, and to be a transparent artist, I decided to include these mood boards as accompanying 
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pieces to my work in the real installation.  I also included them in the Wearing Japan exhibit 

book. 

Through my process of theme identification, I realized a key part of my main thesis and 

critical artistic objective that I needed to communicate: America wears what it wants to see.  

America views “Japaneseness” through a primitive and futuristic lens simultaneously.  This is 

especially the case in fashion, as Western designers continue to draw inspiration from iconic pre-

modern prints like Hokusai’s The Great Wave as well as the deconstructed ultramodern 

silhouettes of contemporary designers like Rei Kawakubo (see figure 16).  Dior’s 2007 spring 

couture show by John Galliano serves as one of the most memorable and iconic homages to 

nineteenth-century Japanism (see Wearing Japan pg. 24 - 25).  American designer Kenley 

Collins released a 2014 collection called “American Geisha” that involves prints of Japanese 

motifs like fans and Shinto torii gates combined with Chinese images of pagodas and birds sewn 

into 1950s pencil skirts and A-line dresses (see figure 17).  The Japan America desires to see is 

one that still feels far enough away to be exotic but close enough to be reinterpreted as wearable.     

Once something attains omnipresent status, its exotic qualities fade into the background, 

and they are absorbed by the culture, eventually becoming the culture.  This absorption of the 

exotic is not a simple sponge effect.  It is a process of negotiation between the exotic and the 

home culture.  Over the past few decades, there has been more convergence between American 

and Japanese aesthetics, resulting in blended styles that attempt to maintain integrity to the home 

culture while incorporating elements of the exotic.  For example, in my Kawaii Controversy 

piece, I show that grown American women run into trouble if they dress in an infantilized 

manner similar to the Japanese kawaii style. (see Wearing Japan pg. 37).  While kawaii is 

normalized in Japan, it cannot translate to America without significant modification.  Often, this 
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modification involves toning down the head-to-toe look and integrating a more subtle nod to 

cuteness with a few features, e.g. wearing cat ears as a whimsical headband paired with an 

otherwise conservative, mature outfit or accessorizing a cell phone with a girly case.    

Figures 16 and 17 

   

Figure 16 (left): Comme des Garcons Fall 2014 couture 

Figure 17 (right): dress from Kenley Collins 2014 American Geisha collection 

 

In my installation, I showed through my own modifications that the exported images 

from one culture do not stand static as they hit the streets of the importing culture.  Regarding 

what he calls the “commodification of culture,” Rutherford (1990) speaks of cultural images as 

“torn free of their original referents and their meanings become a spectacle open to almost 

http://media-cache-ak0.pinimg.com/originals/f0/ab/ea/f0abea99718b510c532c8f7abb777a46.jpg
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infinite translation” (pg. 10).  This gives magazine editors, designers, movie producers, and 

anyone working within the field of “commodified” culture creative license to interpret the 

“exotic other” before it is sold, just as consumers will absorb this mediated form of exotic 

according to their own interpretation.   

Anthropologists often use the term “acculturation.” However, I am not referring to a 

minority culture assimilating into a dominant culture.  Although it is somewhat ambiguous, a 

more appropriate term might be glocalization, which can refer to the process of adapting 

something made for the global market to suit the tastes of the locale consuming it (Ho Kin 2011; 

Lui and Stack 2009). Referring to Japan’s integration of American culture, Befu (2003) and 

Iwabuchi (1998) speak of the “Japanization of the West,” whereby Japan interprets Western 

popular culture and makes it more easily accessible to the Japanese as well as the rest of Asia.  

The end result is often times a mind-boggling mix of parts that look distinctly Western but feel 

idiosyncratically Japanese.  Yet, in my exhibit, I demonstrated that the chain of influence doesn’t 

stop with one round of glocalization.  Often, after Japan has interpreted and adapted Western 

culture to make it digestible for the Japanese and greater Asia, it will export this “Japanified” 

version back to the West, such is the case with Lolita fashion (see Wearing Japan pg. 54).    

Audience Reactions and Evaluation 

It wasn’t until after my exhibit, when a friend who works in the museum industry 

commented on my work, that I realized I had created an installation.  Installations are three-

dimensional and often site-specific, dependent on the physical environment.  Rather than 

showing art objects that sit on pedestals, I had created an immersive experience that transformed 

the perception of the gallery space.  Having had no formal training in exhibit design, I simply 

made decisions intuitively.  I was working with 2600 square feet, and I knew I needed to use it 
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wisely.  Each mannequin stood in its own area.  The set dressing was dictated from the center of 

each mannequin and arranged in a way that made the most sense, given the lighting, walls, and 

floor area.  Fortunately, there were walls already installed that broke up the gallery, creating 

separate spaces that allowed people to wander through in an s-curve flow, snaking their way 

from one open room into the next.      

I didn’t know the order in which my pieces would be viewed until I started building the 

installation, which couldn’t happen until I gained access to the space the day before opening 

night.  Originally, I had mapped out a narrative journey with each piece appearing in a specific 

order.  I scrapped this map when I realized I needed to design according to the limitations of the 

gallery.   Since I designed each of my mannequin’s outfits from a 360-degree view, I wanted to 

make sure my audience could walk all the way around each piece.  The back side of most of my 

mannequins involved considerable work, and in some, the details were more impactful when 

viewed from the back (see Wearing Japan pg. 42 – 44, 50, 58 – 59, 65 – 66).    

During the four day installation, I had upwards of just over 100 people walk through and 

see my work.  My audience included fellow MLS students and instructors as well as art 

enthusiasts from the Twin Cities area who were visiting the Northrup King Building to tour artist 

studios.  I timed my event to open on Northrup King’s First Thursday event when the entire 

building and its resident artists open their doors to the public for free exhibits and tours.  Many 

of my visitors were appreciators of international travel and fashion, and they spanned all ages.  

Some had heard of the event through friends, professors, and the public Facebook page I created 

to market the exhibit about three weeks prior to opening night.  As expected, I attracted 

exhibition-goers who self-identified on a spectrum of Japan-curious to “Japanophile,” or 
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someone who is obsessed with Japanese culture.  I also had other artists who had studios in the 

building visit.   

 At a basic level, my aim was to encourage people to think about where modern 

American fashion comes from by first looking beyond the superficial aesthetic of clothing.  At a 

more considered and critical level, my goal was to create awareness of how integrated our 

consumerist world has become by showing how Japan has influenced American culture through 

fashion.  I also hoped my audience would consider how cultures outside of their own influence 

their sense of self.  The theatricality of my work, combined with a loud soundtrack of Japanese 

pop music, created the right atmosphere to tip my audience slightly off kilter from their familiar 

ground.   I offered snacks and my collection of Japanese fashion magazines in the backroom 

which allowed people to linger and browse which also provided an opportunity to chat after they 

had walked through the entire exhibit.   I had many people comment that the exhibit felt 

whimsical and did, in fact, remind them of being in Japan.  I had others tell me they had never 

seen anything like this before, and some shared with me that they learned something new.     

Based on the written comments I collected at the event, I noticed an overarching theme.  

Many people described the experience as being part-immersive, part-educational or hitting on the 

right combination of being entertaining and thought provoking.  I noticed that about half of the 

people who toured my installation spent a great deal of time reading the descriptive boards 

accompanying each piece.  It was a wise choice to include them.  Many people I spoke with at 

the installation commented on how helpful the mood boards and descriptive text were to their 

overall understanding of my work.  They felt that I provided just enough artistic ambiguity for 

them to form their own interpretations but enough directives to put the visuals into greater 

historical and cultural context.  Because of this, I feel as though I accomplished my objectives. 
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 Perhaps the best assurance of success I received came from a local hip-hop artist who 

was so enthralled by my work that he requested to display it as stage props in his music videos.  

This was not only flattering feedback, but it further reinforces the chain of cultural influence and 

gives my work a second life, and a second stage.   

Conclusion 

Even though Japan is strikingly homogenous in ethnic population, the contemporary 

Japanese palette also mirrors the American appetite for appropriation and cultural reinvention.  

Because of this, I would argue that the very definition of contemporary “Japaneseness” as a 

semiotic sign – much like the very definition of contemporary “Americanness” – must include an 

ability to appropriate, reinterpret, and invent using inspiration outside of itself.     

As Barthes (1967) asserted over 40 years ago:    

The Fashion personality is in effect a quantitative notion; it is not defined, as elsewhere, 

by the obsessional force of a feature; it is essentially an original combination of common 

elements, the detail of which is always given; personality here is compound, but it is not 

complex; in Fashion, the individualization of the person depends on the number of 

elements in play, and still better, if it is possible, on their apparent opposition (demure 

and determined, tender and tough, casual and cunning).   

 

This opposition, I would argue, is especially powerful when East meets West, as 

demonstrated in my installation.  Combining a “Japanese” element with an “American” one not 

only adds to our evolving global visual culture, but also augments understanding of cultural 

symbols and identities.  By asking which aesthetic elements we value in other cultures and why, 

we learn more about ourselves.  This is important to consider on a personal, consumerist level.  

As more U.S. citizens think of themselves as “global,” consuming and sharing international 

goods and ideas online and in person, and as people travel at unprecedented rates, questions of 

cultural appropriation, exchange, and exoticism will become more critical to examine.  In the 

current globalized world, what gives women a sense of authentic identity is not necessarily found 
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in the uniqueness or exotic qualities of the content but in the creativity of their arrangement.  As 

such, symbolic consumption and identity formation may require skills that are not steeped in 

knowing “what’s fashionable” but rather knowing how to assemble all of the fluid moving parts 

while staying grounded on a global plane.   

My creative project demonstrates that sometimes, when the area of focus relates to 

something as omnipresent and powerful as visual culture and its global currents, it is more 

important to contribute to that area of study not only as an analytical scholar, but as a creative 

participant.  Through my creative process, I realized that the Japan that Americans wear today 

looks strikingly different from the Japanism era.  Yet, like the Japanism era, what we wear is not 

truly Japan.  It is the Japan we desire to see, and thus, by wearing Japan, we are wearing 

ourselves.  We like foreign words because they illuminate our own culture with different light, 

serving as a viewing deck located in a place we often can’t access.  When we experience this 

different view, we are able to express ourselves beyond what our native language allows.  

Fashion, the most visual and tactile among cultural languages, is no different.  We uncover new 

elements of ourselves by trying on an unfamiliar fabric.  The foreign gives new voice to our 

clothing.  As unfamiliar fabrics become more comfortable as they are worn, we begin to think of 

them as a normal choice in our closet.  We may even forget their foreign origin as they become 

more wearable.  This is why America wears Japan.  And this is also why Japan wears America.  

It is constantly reinventing its visual language, just like us, on the other side of the mirror. 
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