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Japan as Image: Cultural Representation and Visual Literacy

MURAI Noriko Associate Professor Art History

In today’s society flooded with still and moving images, it has become essential to acquire visual literacy to make sense of the world. Visual literacy
can be achieved by training our ability to analyze and evaluate visual information and pictorial representations intelligently. In this short lecture, we will
look closely at a range of visual images that represent “Japanese culture,” and see what kinds of skills one needs to interpretthem. What type of
images come to your mind when you hear the word “Japanese culture”? Popular forms of entertainment such as anime that are often promoted as
“Cool Japan,” or traditional arts of the tea ceremony or kabuki? And why was a particular image chosen, and by who, and for whom, and for what end?
These images present different visions of Japan and thus send different messages about how we should imagine the nation Japan. Images never
render reality as it is. In order to become a more engaged and empowered consumer of visual information, one must become aware of the constructed
nature of images even if---and especially if---they appear to be so natural.
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