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Past,
Present,
Pop?

wHAT IS POoP culture? Or rather, what is pop culture
today? This is a gquestion that., with every issue we edit at
CrGe, we fimd ourselves contemplatinmes.

I't should come as no surprise that we have entered an age
i wihich pop culture — OInee SYVINOoONYITMoOLUs withh Armericana
and dominated by Western exports — has taken a monre
cross-cultural outloolk. This notion was evident by a recent
trip I toolk to Egyvpt. Tt was upon arrival at Cairo International
MAldrport that T found myvsel surrounded by a barricade of
screaming teens in full-on "‘Beatlemania’® mode:. The subjects
in question? K-pop idols ASTRCOFs Cha Eun—-woo and EXNO's
Sehun, both of whoimm were on my flight.

The cacophony of jubilant adolescent screams in both
Korean and Arabic echoed through the halls of thhe airport
before they even reached the gate. let alone approached the
exit. Phenomennon?

Think about it: Latin artists like Bad Bunny (the most
streammeaed artist on Spotify) and Rosalia, alongside an army of
EK-pop and Afrobeat artists have remapped both the charts and
the discounrse when it comes to popular music,. VWe also Tive in
arn age when lavwmalters in the United States, Canada. and
Europe are clamping down on the most popular social media
tool in existence, THK ol nmostly for being Chinese-owvwined.

The popularity of East Asian and Global South
stories dominati ng the o rlad’s consciousness
has alwans been apparent, bhuat in recent yvears, what was once
considered ‘niche’ is now simply mainstream. To take a page
ot of sports, the same can be said of Morocoo’™s recent victory
at thwe FIFA World Cup in Qatar. When was the last titne we
sawvwy positive portrayals of Muslims on a global stage?

WVirhat makes pop culture so compelling and so comftfort-
ing in large part are its pre-destined narratives, a penchant
for an idealised past and hope for tomorrow,. ITn essenoe, it’s
made up of stories that anyvone and evervone can enjoyv. Pop
culture is easy. Its digestible and it’s evervywhere. So when we
were O an editorial-hunt-of-f-a-moose-chase to find someone
who exemplified pop culture in all its glory — of vesterday
and of tomorrow — all roads led to one man ancd one mar
only: Takashi ZWiuralcari.

The King of Pop graces his hirst-ever (7& cover tor this spe-
cial edlition of GO Q. MMiuralkami, who neaeds no introdoce-
tiorn, is more thhan just an artist — his influence on popular
culture can be seen from the beginnings of Y2K (his collabo-
ration with Louis Vaitton can be considered an artefact of that
Lirme) aundd his takeowver of the Google Doodle to his sarsantuan
artworlk Adreralfoorrd: Koo (2012) in Doha’s Place Vendorme and
the countless parinerships he has made along thhe ways

As alongtime fan of Muaralcami moyself, his omnipresent
flosser muotifs are an instant favourite, a pop culture character
in its own right, like that of Wickey ZWiouse and Bugs Bunnw
Symbolic arpesgios of pop culture’s constant pendulurm swing
beaetwreen high and low, Tuxury and mass market. Consider
themm the commodified and vassified update of the counter-
culture syvimbol of the 19650s “Smiley’ for the Instagraim era.

The artist recently visited the region for the openings of
his solo show at ICID Brooldhield Place with Perrotin gallery
iy IDubai. and I recall witnessing a similar scene to that in
Fawvpt — crowds Calbeit slightly alder) waited exuberantly
and chased after him in similar fashiorn.

It’s Murakamis world. and we are all just living in it.

Ahmad Swaid
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The legendary artist on large-scale ambition, authentic
expression, and reshaping the cultural landscape of tomorrow
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“The itdea is not to five forever; it is to create sormetfiing that will.” — Andy Warfrol

IF warRHOoL 1s the man who recreated wvisual language by incorporating
the humdrunm ephemera of the everyday into the sphere of high art, Takashi
hiuralkami is the man who further blurred the line between high art,
strecbwear, fashion, and lowhrosw pop culture to such a degree as to malse it
entirely invisible. He has also collaborated wwith monolithic giants of the stvle
sphere, such as IVMHE. alongside classic sneaker brand Vans and popstars
like Billie Eilish, while accepting invitations from some of the world™s most
prestigious art institutions to create site-specific works. And while a hyvper-
saturated, eve-popping, anime-soalked heritage is apparent in all of the
legendary Japanese artist’s work, it was similarly titme spent studyving art as
a youngz man in the Big Apple that first inspired him to blend the motifs of
his own cultural background with advanced Western capitalismn and produact
marketing savwy, riding; the crest of a self-created wawve that was destined to
utterly transform traditional hierarchies of supposed artistic value. In fact, in
the last 30 or so vears., Muralkami has not only produced countless artworlss
across multiple media, but also highly collectable mass-produced products,
such as his inimitable smiling alter ego Wir IO B.,

And make no mistalke, Muralkami’s visionary manga-meets-pop-imeets-street-
stwvle craze—wane was trmaly self-created phenomena, spearheaded by & veritable
army of gogele-cyved, and sometimes extremely sexualised cartoons and sculp-
tures, maniacally langhinegs multi-coloured flowers, and hyper-cutesy anarmor-
phic creatures, many of whom have made previously unlikely debuts in galleries
across the Wiiddle East in recent vears, a global locale switnessing its own acceel-
erated boomm in the realm of contemporary art — one ot entirely dissimilar to
the socio-political cultural landscape in which MMuralkkami's wild imagination was
borm. “There was a heightened art boom in Japan in the 1980s, during the bubble
ceconoity, the legenndanry artist tells us, when asked if he can delineate any such
historical similarities. “People then were ravenously buving Iimpressionists and
other works,” he continues. “VWhen that bubble economy began to collapse, con-
temporary art flowed in, and musenms and other public institutions lost interest
in acqguiring art. However, our genceration had grown up secing thhe many works
of art that were purchased and exhibited during that bubble ceconomy, and when
a large volume of art is acqguired and displayed throughout a cit: people who live
there and appreciate art will undergo a tremendous change. The sroundworls
il e laicd for many artists to emersge.”’

It bhegs the guestion as 1o whether the cultural paradism that inspired the
creator of his very own artistic genre, coined as Superflat, can imagsine a sirmi-
larlhy unigue amalgamation of past, present, and potential futures being born
fom the burgeoning art scene in the hWicddle East. “Arct starts out as imitation of
some Tormm or other bhut gradually, the unigueness of the environment in which
»ou wenre borm and raised starts to reveal ilselfl, and only then do yvou corme to
acoguire the global language of art]” he explains presciently, when asked pre-
cisely this guestion. “I think it could take a little more time for the emergence
of contemporary artists whose work vwe can point to and identify as the art of
the MWMiddle East. In the past few years, T have visited Doha, Qatar; Rivadh, Saudi
ArvTabia:; and Dubai and Abua Dhabi in thhe United Arabh Emirates on business.
I am invited to various parts of the world, much like a member of a circus
troupe, when the economy is booming,., or when there is a movement that is
galvanising to propel culture forward,” he continues. “1 think the current art
moverment in the MMiddle East is very similar in feel to the situation in Hons
Kong and Singapore aboutl 20 years ago. Art is born against the backdrop of
strong desires to push culture forward on the part of ambitious business lead-
ers mixed with philanthropic context. I would be happy if T could dedicate nmy
fesw remaining vears of life to such a movermernt.”

100 SPRING/SUMMER 2023 @GOMIDDLEEAST

It is worth noting that dMurakamai is now in his early sixties and. as such. has
a great deal of wisdom to impart, so it’s interesting to ask how the vantase
point of age has changed both his personal outloolk and art practice. “Since
my father developed Alxheimer’s at around ase 70O, I am assuming that T am
headed that way,” he says sagely. “So I need to ereate a new studio that will
allow me to Keep creating worlks for at least five to six yvears., or so, after the
onset of Alrheimer’s. I would like to have a studio with a small staff to sup-
port me in my creative direction, just as Willem de Kooning did when he cre-
ated somme of his most wonderful works after he developed Alx-heimmer’'s.” One
might be surprised to hear such a veteran of the art world talking in terms
of creating a small new studio, but Muralkami’s career as an artist has talken
as many twists and turns as are apparent in his huge swirling paintings,
with the recent pandemic near crippling his former business, “The situation
was dire]” he sawvs, recalling a period that witnessed a staff of some SO0-plus
makers, animators, and managsers dwindle to a mere shhadow of its former
self. “We were in one emergency after another where the company was going
under because we could barely pay taxes, or the tax office was about to force
us o close the company.” he continues candidly. “Simply put, I did ot kvow
how to manage a company. Now, T am supposedly getting a little better at
thinking about balancing income and expenses, vet, I am starting to male
animations again — stupidity will never be cured unless yvou die, right? It's
guite pathetic™

Charming seli-deprecation aside, there seems, to this writer at least, ta bhe
nothing in the slightest bhit pathetic about dusting oneself off and starting
asain — guite the opposite. TL reguires devotion, dedication and drive. Ao
given the roller-coaster ride Murakami has been on during his time on this
planet, it seems pertinent to ask which of his works he is most proud of Tuav-
ing brought into the world. The answer, it seams, is the bigger the challense,
the greater the accomplishment. “The same Kind of architectural obstacles
that an architect may encounter in a large conceptual project are present in
the creation of large-scale paintings and sculptures, so there is a great sense
of accomplishment when I manage to complete a large work of art.,” he sayvs.
“The larger the picce, thhe more difficult it is to produce and complete, and
for it to withstand viewing. It is like the difference in scale for an architect
between building a house and building a city — they are completely different
in nature.”

Given his clearly still-thriving propensity for large-scale ambition, one has
to ask if e has any adwvice Tor a new generation of artists, who wwill undoubt-
edly be hoping to emulate such game-changing success, and make their owit
unicgque mark on the shared cultural consciousness of the species. “T thinl that
people who become artists are guite similar to those who become athletes,” he
says thoughtiully. “OfF the people who g0 to regular schools and have to deal
with a very big inferiority complex in the academic area of their livves, such as
not being good at memorising things or editing thinsgs in their minds before
wverbally expressing themselves, those who have hhigh physical ability bhecone
athletes, while people wilth low phvsical ability choose the path of the arts,” he
continues. “In that sense, T believe that the people who become artists are a
group of people who have lived with various complexes in their lives., and b
expressing their negative history, they can help others who are suffering fromm
the same problems, and I would advise all artists to hone their skills to effec-
tively express Lheir embarrassments and sadness without trving to bhe cool or
chasing trends" It is salient advice from a man who managed to spend his lite
creating an utterly unigue inner universe, and then successfully shared it witlh
the masses — would-be art revolutionaries, take heed. Il
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Exhibition wview of Takashi
Murakami AMurakamiZombie
at Busan Museum of Art,
Busan, South Korea, 2023

Photography by Studio
Jeonghiso, Dongseok Parlk

Takashi Murakami &
Pharrell Williams

The Simple Things, 2008~
2009

Glass fiber, steel, acrylic,
wood, LED and 7 objects
made of gold (white, yvellow,
and pink) set with rubies.,
sapphires, emearalds, and
diamonds

188 x 110 < 101 cm
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Takashi Murakamli
FUurarasaracsa (detail), 1994
Acrylic and silkscreen on

canvas mounted on board
150 x 170 cm
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POP QUIZLZ

VW hat was the last piece of music you listened to? Socofed e Roocke!

Where's your favourite place to eat in Tokyo/Dubai/Doha, and what do you
eat? These dayxs. T cook for myself and eat modestiy 1I'm fond of going Lo a super-
market, and choosing and buving different ingredients to cook,. so T dont o to
restanrants so oftern.

WVWhat’s your current Metflix guilty pleasure? MMy current favourite is Boocfed e
MRock!, a Japanese animation series.

Who tells ywou when you're wrong? MNo one.
WWhat's your proudest moment? When I complete a large-scale artwork.

VWwhat's the best adwvice you were ever given, and who gawve it to you? When 1
explained to the Japanese art historian Nobuo Tsuji about the mmode of animation
and asked him o incorporate the forms of animation and manga into the discourse
of Japanese art historwy, he advised me to write such a book myvsell. sayving, “The one
who noticed something should do it thhemselves” This eventually led to myv editing
and publishing my books such as Swepper ol and Ladele Boar.

VWWihat's your adwice for aspiring artists? 1 think that people who become artists
are guite simiilar to those who become athletes. OF the people who 20 o resularnr
schools and have to deal with a very bhig inferiority complex in the academic area
of thheir lives, not being sood at memorising things or editing things in their minds
hefore verbally expressings themselves, those swho hhave high phyvsical ability bhecomee
athletes, while people with loww physical ability choose the path of the arts. In thaat
sense, I believe that the people who become artists are a group of people who have
lived with various complexes in their lives, and by expressing their nesative history,
thew can help others who are suffering from the same problems. So I would advise
artists Lo hone their skills to effectively express their embarrassments and sadness
without trvings to be cool or chasing trends.

wwhat’s next for you? Since my father developed Alrzheimer’s at around age 70, 1
am assuming that I am headed that way at about the same age myvselfl So I need to
create a new studio that will allow me to keep creating works for at least five to six
vears or so after the onset of Alzheimer’s. T would like to have a studio with a smiall
staff to support me in my creative direction. just as Willem de Kooning did when he
created some of his most wonderful works afrer he developed Alrheimer’s disceasce. H
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