
 1	  

Panel proposal for the Kinema Club XIIIth Conference. 
January 17th 2014,  Reischauer Institute, Harvard University. 
 
 
 

1995: The Coming of (Digital) Age of Postmodernity in 
Japanese Visual Media 

 
Convenors: 

• Artur Lozano-Méndez (Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona) 
• Jose Montaño Muñoz (Universitat Pompeu Fabra, Japan 

Foundation Japanse Studies Fellow – Waseda University) 
 

Short abstract: 
 
Besides marking the centenary of cinema, 1995 was a landmark year for the Japanese 
film industry. On the one hand, society had to process a series of shocking events: the 
Hanshin Earthquake, the Sarin gas attacks and an ongoing recession. On the other 
hand, industrial transformations derived from a new relationship with the audience, and 
brought about by DVD distribution as well as the use of the Internet as a 
communication tool, transformed both the milieu of the medium and the distribution 
networks both locally and globally. 
  
Our panel aims to explore this shift in the media landscape, focusing on the new 
generation of filmmakers, who had been trained in low-budget works with limited 
distribution and who started to produce films for the big screen around that year. In the 
case of animation, young creators already trained in the different skills necessary for 
the animation process began engaging with the direction of features or series, either 
within large studios (Madhouse, Prodution I.G...) or medium-sized ones (Gainax, 
Triangle Staff...). Already familiarized with the postmodern concerns in visual media 
during the eighties, all these creators manifest new directions and aesthetic concerns 
and reflect in a multifaceted way the anxieties (fuan) of the country. 
 

Long abstract:  
 
The year 1995 witnessed the unfolding of many social issues, some related to 
accidental phenomena, some more deeply rooted. All of them left an indelible mark in 
the social imaginarium of the country: the great Hanshin Earthquake, the Sarin gas 
attacks by the Aum Shinrikyō, the sinking feeling that the recession was not a passing 
phase and the concerns about the aimless political management of the country 
(marvellously explored in Murakami Haruki’s historically situated Wind-Up Bird 
Chronicle). While taking heed of this zeitgeist, this panel wants to focus on the changes 
occurring in the cinema industry -both in its live action and animated forms- in terms of 
production, distribution and consumption.  
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On the one hand, a generation of directors born in the sixties who had been part of the 
industry and had been accruing experience since the end of the 80s, began to attract 
the attention of the critics and public: Miike Takashi’s Gokudô sengokushi: Fudô  
(1996), Kurosawa Kiyoshi’s Cure (1997)... Also, some of these cinematographers 
began making an impression outside of Japan, for instance, Masayuki Suo’s Shall We 
Dance? (1996) not only received awards from the Japanese Academy but was an 
international hit. Kawase Naomi won the best new director award at the 1997 Cannes 
Film Festival. Also, Koreeda Hirokazu gained international attention with Maboroshi no 
hikari (1996) and Wandâfuru raifu (1998). Oddly enough, Kitano Takeshi, who was not 
a member of this generation, nor who shared some of their formal and aesthetic 
innovations at the time, spearheaded the new international presence of Japanese 
cinema by becoming a fixture on the film festival circuit beginning with the release of 
Sonatine in 1993. Paradoxically, the moment Kitano began to incorporate some of the 
more playful elements and formal explorations featured in the approach of his younger 
peers, his success waned to some extent.  
 
In animation, the international scene was still marvelled at the adult characterisation 
and thematic approach of some of the theatrical releases of that era: Otomo 
Katsuhiro’s Akira (1988, with a belated distribution outside Japan), Oshii Mamoru’s 
Ghost in the Shell (1994), Anno Hideaki’s Neon-Genesis Evangelion (1995-1996), Kon 
Satoshi’s Perfect Blue (1997), Nakamura Ryutaro’s Serial Experiments Lain (1998), 
Cowboy Bebop (1998-1999) and Studio Ghibli’s Whisper of the Heart (1995) and 
Princess Mononoke (1997)... All these works displayed state-of-the-art technical 
prowess while engaging with philosophical and social explorations. Much in the same 
vein as their live action counterparts, many anime works seemed to be tapping into the 
same pre-millennial tensions and unrest that had unsettled Japanese society at the 
time.  
 
The iterations of postmodernity in visual media throughout the eighties underlined a 
entertainment drive and a sort of structuralist play with other elements within the films 
of these authors. In the nineties, the more ornate elements of postmodernity had been 
tempered and, most importantly, many of the creators reached a maturity in terms of 
the command of their respective media that allowed them to produce more balanced 
and rounded works. Compare, for instance, Oshii’s Urusei Yatsura 2: Beautiful 
Dreamer (1984) with Ghost in the Shell (1994). Also, think on Kawase’s initial output in 
relation to her work in the 90s and thereafter. Since both continuities and 
discontinuities can be observed, we are not trying to impose a “ground-breaking” 
narrative on the evolution of Japanese cinema. In animation, endeavours such as the 
Team Oshii (Production I.G.) and the initiative of producers such as Maruyama Masao 
(Madhouse) opened the door so that young animators who were already very 
experienced in different areas of the animation process inside big animation studios 
could be in charge of new projects. “Transition” is, indeed, the concept that best 
summarizes the events unfolding within and around cinema in 1995.  
 
In parallel, new production capabilities and distribution networks generated new 
characteristics in the relationship between filmmakers and viewers. On the one hand, 
this is clearly manifested in the conception and development of films such as Iwai's All 
About Lily Chou-Chou or Hana and Alice. On the other hand, it also affects the 
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international distribution of films, as the fan base expanded thanks to more availability 
brought about by the broader new DVD market and the information flows generated via 
the Internet. 
 
All these processes will be explored in a panel that brings together both young and 
senior scholars belonging to universities from all over the world and with different 
disciplinary backgrounds. 
 
 
Chair: Dolores Martinez (SOAS, London) 
“Bodies of future memories” 
 
This paper extends Igarashi Yoshikuni’s exploration of narratives of war in 
postwar Japanese culture into the cinematic production of the nineties and the 
continued imagination of war projected into the future and centring on the body 
as the site of difference. By exploring the connections between the CGI 
moments in the USA in the late 70s and 80s that get picked up in the anime of 
1990s Japan, the paper reconsiders and recasts the problem of body and mind, 
but also other issues addressed in works of the decade—such as who is the 
real enemy, what does government really do and where might we find heroes? 
 
 
José Montaño (Universitat Pompeu Fabra, Barcelona; Japan Foundation 
Japanese Studies Fellow – Waseda University) 
“Kore’eda, Iwai and the account of Japanese cinema in the 90s” 
 
After acquiring skill as a television documentary director, Hirokazu Kore’eda 
released in 1995 Maboroshi no hikari, his first feature film for the big screen. 
Also trained in the television medium, Shunji Iwai debuted in theaters in the 
same year with Love Letter. While Kore’eda’s film was apparently oriented to 
the festival circuit and to appeal to a cinephile audience, Iwai’s production looks 
as if it were intended for the mainstream. Both filmmakers are considered 
prominent leading figures of the Japanese cinema revival of the 90s. They are 
often mentioned as part of the so-called Second New Wave or New New Wave 
of Japanese Cinema. But, is it appropriate to put such apparently diverse 
artistic proposals under the same label? 
 
A critical approach to the articulation of that idea will be traced from the 
comparative analysis of those debut films, as samples of the forthcoming career 
of both authors. By exploring their common aspects and divergences, and 
without losing sight of the works of other contemporary filmmakers, this paper 
aims to outline a review on the account of Japanese cinema in recent years. 
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Artur Lozano (Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona) 
“Exploration of the Potentialities of Conscience in a Globalized Capitalist 
Network.” 
 
The main aim of this paper is to consider Oshii’s thematic approach and visual 
treatment in relation with his postmodern sensibility regarding the production of 
meaning and knowledge by focusing especially on Ghost in the Shell (1995), 
which has hugely influenced the social filmic imaginary both inside and outside 
Japan. 
 
Japanese director Mamoru Oshii has stated on numerous occasion that Blade 
Runner (R. Scott, 1983) exerted an enormous influence on his work. His 
thematic interests, which include the question of artificial intelligence evolving 
into a fully realized and autonomous life form, is complicated by other notions 
such as lifespan, the relationship between creator and creature, the reliability of 
memory, technologically enabled expanded mental capabilities, new modes of 
communication and connectivity. Just as S. Lem's asked in Solaris (1961; 
Tarkovsky, 1972), Oshii wonders about other forms of conscience and 
existence, be it a cosmic conscience in Urusei Yatsura 2 (1984), the puppeteer 
in Ghost in the Shell (1995), MMORPG avatars and conscience remainders in 
Avalon (2001) or the clones in Sky Crawlers (2008). 
 
These philosophical explorations are not performed in a vacuum and in his films 
Oshii  offers a detailed exploration of potentially new configurations of nation-
states and the roles of economic and political powers in a globalized world 
where most of the population is engaged in labor and consumerism and thus 
oblivious to the activities of homeland security surveillance, the influence of the 
military industry on international relations or to the speculation by 
pharmaceutical companies (Patlabor 1 and 2, Assault Girls). This world-building 
drive will also be explored in the paper. 
 
 
Laura Montero (Independent researcher and anime scholar, London) 
“The crisis of the self in Neon Genesis Evangelion” 
 
Saying that the release of Neon Genesis Evangelion marked a milestone in 
mecha’s thematics is an undeniably obvious remark. Anno Hideaki 
revolutionizes the genre in many ways: the evolution of the machine itself, the 
elimination of the stereotypical hero, the philosophical and religious 
propositions, the introduction of strong female roles, etc. However, one of the 
most interesting contributions of this anime is that it focuses precisely on the 
atmosphere of rupture in 1995 and on the crisis of the self, which was 
experienced by the author but that could also be extrapolated to the whole 
society. 
 
Anno, as a mecha fan, and as someone who is also familiar with the 
postmodern concerns in the visual media of the eighties, manifests new 
interests and in a multifaceted way reflects the anxieties (fuan) of the country. In 
this regard, his discourse is focused on the crisis of the self: of the self within 
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himself, within his circles, and chiefly, within the “enemy”—a rival about whom it 
is not known whether or not he comes from outside or belongs to his own 
environment. This paper analyzes the ways in which Anno incorporates these 
anxieties and how he translates them into images in order to articulate the 
“existential paralysis” mentioned by Murakami Takashi in the Little Boy 
exhibition, where he establishes a parallelism between Shinji –the protagonist– 
and Japan. 
 
 
Antonio Loriguillo (Universitat Jaume I, Castelló) 
“Surviving the Second Impact. The B-side of anime in 1995” 
 
The stunning success of Neon Genesis Evangelion (H. Anno, Gainax & 
Tatsukono Production, 1995) and Ghost in the Shell (M. Oshii, Production I. G, 
1995) could overshadow some other relevant films, which are proof of the 
artistic growth and projection of artists such as Morimoto Kōji, Kon Satoshi, 
Watanabe Shinichirō, Okamura Tensai and the late Kondō Yoshifumi. Under 
the sponsorship of Otomo Katsuhiro, Maruyama Masao or Miyazaki Hayao, 
these young creators would become key actors in the international success of 
anime by virtue of their work in titles such as Cowboy Bebop (S. Watanabe, 
Sunrise, 1998-1999), Perfect Blue (S. Kon, Madhouse, 1997) or Princess 
Mononoke (Mononoke-hime, H. Miyazaki, Studio Ghibli, 1997). With a unique 
style, saturated with a postmodern urgency, the works of these creators 
reconfigured the anime experience. Since then, issues such as greater 
censorship in Japanese television, massive DVD marketing and the 
collaboration with leading figures from Hollywood (such as the Wachowski 
brothers or Quentin Tarantino), have been added to the routines linked to 
anime. 
 
Considering the premiere of Memories (K. Morimoto, T. Okamura & K. Otomo, 
Madhouse & Studio 4 °C, 1995), Whisper of the Heart (Mimi o Sumaseba, Y. 
Kondō, Studio Ghibli, 1995) and Macross Plus: Movie Edition (S. Kawamori & 
S. Watanabe, Triangle Staff, 1995), we propose an approach to the main 
trademarks of the before mentioned filmmakers by analysing comparatively 
these pieces in contrast with some of the later works of their careers.  
 
 
Discussant: Mitsuyo Wada-Marciano (Carleton University, Ottawa) 


