Asia-Pacific War Memories in Japanese Contemporary Art, 1986-2019
Japanese artists from the mid-eighties, throughout the 1990s until today have played an active and important role in addressing contested topics such as Japan's war crimes, the emperor and the war, the pacifist article of the Japanese Constitution, or criticism of the US-Japan relations. Most famously, these topics were raised by Takashi Murakami in his exhibition and the accompanying catalogue "Little Boy: The Arts of Japan's Exploding Subculture" (Murakami 2005), while a more recent example is found in the exhibition "After 'Freedom of Expression?'" in 2019, when artworks about Asia-Pacific War memories sparked intense public debate leading to the show's closure. However, even though the construction of Asia-Pacific War memories in East Asia has become an important topic in political, historical, and cultural studies, research in art history has been scarce, concentrating on artists as primary witnesses or from early postwar-generations. 
In contrast to existing research, this dissertation project thus focuses on artists from the second postwar generation and later. The thesis is chronologically structured taking as point of departure the Toyama Incident in 1986, when Ōura Nobuyuki exhibited his series "Holding Perspective" (1982-85) that incorporated prewar photographs of Emperor Hirohito and subsequently faced intense right-wing contestation. Starting to address Asia-Pacific War memories in her artistic practice after the emperor's death in 1989, the activist and feminist artist Shimada Yoshiko references Ōura's earlier series in her work "A Picture to be Burnt" (1993). Shimada's works furthermore constitute an important position differing from the common narrative during the 1990s as advocated by Murakami Takashi. Murakami's works and writings on the Japanese trauma stemming from the Asia-Pacific War and the subsequent US-Occupation reflect a key discussion at the time and are juxtaposed with works by other artists such as Nakahashi Katsushige and Aida Makoto. Although commonly associated with Murakami, I will argue their different and more complex approach to Asia-Pacific War memories. In the last part, this thesis discusses artworks by younger generation artists such as Koizumi Meirō, Yamashiro Chikako, Dokuyama Bontarō and Fujii Hikaru. Firmly situating Japan within East Asia, these artists examine diverse aspects of wartime Japan such as Japan's history as a colonial power in Taiwan, the ongoing occupation of Okinawa by the American military, the role of the emperor during the war and today, as well as symbols of militarism and heroics.  
While this dissertation relies on political and sociological studies to provide context for the at times controversial reception of the artworks, it will mainly deploy an art historical approach concentrating on the close analysis of artworks. The thesis builds on the notion of postmemory by Hein and Jennison (Hein 2011) and incorporates Joan Gibbons' formulations of artistic practices for negotiating historical memory (2007). In juxtaposing a range of artists that work in various media and set off from different points of view, this dissertation intends to illustrate the discourse on historical memory in Japanese contemporary art and provide a valuable contribution to art historical research on Japanese contemporary art of the last three decades.
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