1943, while the Office of
War Information (OWI)
commissioned  Kuniyoshi
to illustrate anti-Japanese
war propaganda posters in
1942. Neither artist had
any particular experience
illustrating Japanese sub-
ject matter, but as scholar
ShiPu Wang has written of
the selection of Kuniyoshi
for creating propaganda
posters, “it was precisely
because of his race (and
nationality) that [OWI]
officials regarded him as
an appropriate artist to

portray the enemy—not

he Germans. nor the Ital- 5. Yasuo Kuniyoshi, Rape, 1942. Pencil on paper, 16%/s x 13%/4in.
the Lermans, nor the 1ta Collection of Soichiro Fukutake, Okayama, Japan © Estate of Yasuo Kuniyoshi/

fans, but the ]apanese.”” Licensed by VAGA, New York.

Kuniyoshi's role in fash-
ioning the American image of the Japanese enemy contributed to his wartime reputation
as, in Rosamund Frost’s words, "America’s favorite Japanese.”'¢

Serving as an illustrator of images of the Japanese enemy to teach Americans who
they were fighting against put Kuniyoshi in what must have been a psychologically
tortuous position, for now it was his job to reinforce negative American stereotypes
of Japanese men—stereotypes that imperiled his own standing in American society.
One of the drawings Kuniyoshi submitted to the OWI (Figure 5) depicts a menacing
Japanese soldier accosting a woman who closely resembles the dark-complexioned but
vaguely Caucasian women that he painted so often in works such as Relaxing. The sol-
dier’s nationality is signified by his physiognomy and by the attribute of a ceremonial
Japanese sword. Even before this period, the racialization of paintings such as Relax-
ing, from which Kuniyoshi had excluded references to Japan, was a routine thought
process that provided the terms even for appreciative art criticism. For example, in
1937 a reviewer admired Kuniyoshi's painting as “the work of a strong-minded and
deliberate individual through whose brain and through whose fingers happen to run
the blood stream of the Orient.”” But in his rape scene, Kuniyoshi's resistance to the

racialization of his art collapsed. The ghostly presence of an alien Japaneseness, an
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essentializing identity that had been projected by racially deterministic thinking onto
his paintings, 1s Vividly and explicitly materialized as a monstrous stereotype in his
OWI poster design. This exceptional and shocking exposure invites an understanding
of the more characteristic stance of his painting—that of omitting signs of Japanese
otherness—as a posture of assimilationism. Drawing on Anne Cheng’s psychoanalytic
study of assimilation in Asian American literature, we might say that the “camouflage”
was ripped away from a “subject who is constituted by debilitating difference.”"®

When not constrained by the desires and expectations of patrons such as the
OWI or Fortune magazine, most ]apanese American artists continued to avoid refer-
ences to Japanese culture for a time after the war. In Miné Okubo’s words, “anything
Japanese was still rat poison.”"” But this situation changed dramatically in the early
1950s. Disempowered by defeat in war, Japan became an attractive field for Ameri-
can cultural consumers, ranging from scholars to avant-gardists to souvenir hunt-
ers. The first peak of this post-war American enthusiasm for Japanese culture came
in the year 1954, when multiple Japanese-themed events were organized in New
York City, including the construction of a temporary traditional Japanese house
in the garden of the Museum of Modern Art and an exhibition of new Japanese
abstract art from Tokyo at the Riverside Museum in New York City. This broad
interest in Japan greatly affected Japanese American artists and their ambitions for
success in the overwhelmingly European American art world centered in New York
City. The same racial determinism that had led American cultural leaders to believe
that a Japanese American artist would be uniquely suited to represent the Japanese
enemy now led to the assumption that Japanese American artists were valuable
sources of information about the mysteries of such Japanese cultural properties as
calligraphy, Zen Buddhism, the tea ceremony, and ink painting. The first post-war
wave of American interest in such Japanese topics coincided with the emergence
of second—generation Abstract Expressionist painters. In this context, numerous
European American as well as Asian American artists developed innovative ways to
inscribe elements of Asian culture into their abstract paintings.*

One such artist, Mike Kanemitsu (1922-1992) had been painting figurative works
as a student of Kuniyoshi at the beginning of the 1950s, but was soon won over by the ex-
citing new abstraction of Jackson Pollock, Franz Kline, and other Abstract Expressionists.
Kanemitsu became an intimate of this circle and would remember one friend from this
milieu, the abstract painter Ad Reinhardt, as an erudite scholar knowledgeable in all fields
of Asian philosophy and culture.*" And while Kanemitsu was first groping his way toward
abstraction and enthusiastically observing the innovations of another personal friend, Jack-
son Pollock, Reinhardt advised him, “Don’t go along with crazy ].R You're not an Expres-

sionist—you're a natural romantic Imptessionist.”l2 This enigmatic injunction prompted
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Kanemitsu to investigate
relationships between his
gestural abstraction and the
East Asian art of calligraphy.
In works such as Quarter to
Five (Figure 6), however, the
artist’s professcd interest in
calligraphy remains a subtle
presence, veiled beneath
bright color, architectonic
structure, and the viscous

medium of oil on canvas.

While continuing to g, Mike Kanemitsu, Quarter to Five, 1959. Oil on canvas, 49*/s x 60'/1 in.

. . Osaka Contemporary Art Center, Japan.
work in o1l on canvas, Kane-

mitsu also pursued a paral-

lel practice of abstraction in the Japanese medium of sumi, black liquid ink on paper.”’
His black-and-white abstractions resonated with similar works by Abstract Expression-
ists such as Pollock, Kline, Robert Motherwell, and Philip Guston, but this practice held
distinct attractions and risks for Kanemitsu and other Asian American artists. On the
one hand, the artist’s Asianness endowed the link between his abstract imagery and the
East Asian art of calligraphy with a type of authenticity that appealed to the modern-
ist ethos of an unmediated relationship between the artist’s subjective identity and his
creative work. On the other hand, many in this environment looked askance at what
they regarded as an artist’s too conspicuous or too deliberate reference to his or
her Asian heritage. Thus, the prominent Japanese critic and art historian Fujieda
Teruo would write, “One distinctive characteristic in Kanemitsu's oeuvre is the use
of the calligraphic black line on a white ground. This immediately brings to mind
the notion of a Japanese look. . .. But being an inteﬂigent nisei artist, Kanemitsu
understood that creating art that appeared Japanese for the sake of obtaining a
Japanese look was a too-easy use of nationality.”**

This rather narrow view of nisei artists presumed that they deliberately ca-
tered to an American taste for Japanese exotica. In fact, many Asian Americans
were sensitive to the racial determinism that often stimulated European American
desires to see evidence of]apanese identity in their art. And this awareness some-
times inhibited the expression of such interests or provided an incentive to veil
them deeply within the mysterious forms of abstract tableaus. Still, Kanemitsu
said that he felt a powerful attraction to calligraphic abstraction, including the

work of contemporary Japanese avant-garde calligraphers such as Morita Shirya



and Hidai Nankoku. He attributed this attraction to a sense of nostalgia that
was a consequence of his long years of residence in the United States away from
Japan.” This emotion-laden distance from Japan endowed Kanemitsu's veiled
calligraphic abstraction with a personal significance that differentiated it from
formally similar works by European American painters like Motherwell as well as
Japanese artists like Morita Shiry(.

The four artists considered here illustrate historical patterns in the development
of Japanese American painting that resonate broadly through the careers of many
others. Chiura Obata’s Setting Sun exemplifies a tendency in the prewar years to de-
liver accentuated signs of ]apan, and this proved to be an effective way to contend
with a social environment defined by a fascination for a particular view of Japanese
aesthetics as well as anti-Asian racism. Both Miné Okubo and Yasuo Kuniyoshi re-
jected Obata’s recommendation to seek Japanese aesthetic solutions for racism in
America, and both excelled in their practice of mainstream styles of American art in
their day. Although their art typically avoided Japanese referentiality, both Okubo and
Kuniyoshi were chosen for the task of visualizing notions of “Japan” on account of
their race, and both obliged by producing racialized Japanese images. Working in the
milieu of second-generation Abstract Expressionism at a time when Japanese culture
was a popular interest among many Americans, Mike Kanemitsu responded by mnves-
tigating relationships between abstraction and calligraphy. Nonetheless, he veiled the
presence of Asian content in his work, perhaps to avoid the appearance of catering to
an exoticizing American taste for Asia. This veiling was more opaque in Kanemitsu's
abstractions in oil on canvas than his works in sumi on paper, a medium that exposed
tensions produced by his position between the Japanese and American art worlds.

As suggested at the outset, recent studies of Asian American art history have
shifted away from earlier preferences for works manifesting “Asian tradition” in favor
of greater sympathy for works that omit Asian references. But one lesson to be drawn
from the case studies discussed here is that each of the three modes of Asian referen-
tiality possessed potential gains and risks. Perhaps the best path for future studies of
Asian American art of the mid-twentieth century is to put aside preferences—whether
for art that references Asia overtly, covertly, or not at all—and recognize that each of
these modes of painting was created under difficult circumstances of East—West race
thinking, and each held great potential to be art that is beautiful, original, or admi-

rable for its social content or critical stance.
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