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Since around 2011, Takuya Yamashita has created several works fashioned after the mascot Tobimaru of 
Yokohama’s former J League professional football club Yokohama Flügels. Unexpectedly, in 1999 the club 
officially merged with a rival local club due to the management strategy of its investment company. And so, 
too, came down the curtains on Tobimaru whose mascot role had been so inextricably linked with the life of 
the club both on and off the pitch. For those of us leading our lives while surrounded by mascot characters, 
Tobimaru’s predicament might not be that uncommon. Yet after looking at Yamashita’s works, one senses 
that it has been by no means in vain that he persistently took up the mascot character as a subject matter so 
as to unveil what actually lay behind it.

Artists dedicate themselves to their character’s progress in the fictional sphere; to the life and death of those 
characters that appear in their novels and manga, films and animation works. From the character playing a 
trivial role almost unrelated to the story line to the protagonist, the fact that a character dies is nothing 
exceptional. Several works might even portray the character’s afterlife. And again in other works, the 
character might undergo a revival after its demise. Irrespective of the fact that we are in a fictional realm, we 
are over and again easily touched by the death of a character, whose predicament can move us deeply. And 
so comes the question: How is with a mascot who is exploited for PR purposes for mass daily consumption 
by business interests, sponsors and events?

However, when it comes to a mascot, we are not dealing with the fictional realms depicted in manga or 
novels, but rather with a life-like figure that plays a part in our day-to-day lives. And though we interact with 
these team mascots as though they are living entities, it doesn’t vary that much from how we respond to 
characters in the fictional realm. It might be appropriate to add that they represent an enhanced form of 
make-believe. And just as children regard the houses and cars which they construct with building blocks as 
the real-thing, and handle their dolls as though they were of flesh and blood, so we as grown-ups observe 
those team mascots movements used for merchandising purposes on stages and in stadiums as though they 
were possessed of life and will-power and lend an ear to their presence – while fully aware that they are 
nothing more than figures dressed up in fibres and Styrofoam.To create such make believe, there is a tacitly 
understood rule that specifies the ceaseless use of our imagination in treating the prop as a living entity. In 
other words, the imaginary world in which the mascot character exists can acquire a certain poetic truth 
through the selective and imaginative use of props, as in this particular case with its costume.

One could invent a fictional realm just by using an everyday object as a prop or by creating an imaginary 
world through make-believe. And likewise, we can envision if the story line involves death, that the character 
could die one-day, or at the very least visualize such sundry themes as graduation, retirement or farewells, 
whereby the character manages to escape death and can embrace a safe ending. Yet that which often 
interrupts this world of make-believe is grown-up reality, which lies beyond the make-believe system. “Dinner 
is ready, so tidy up!” “We’re going out now, so stop playing!” The moment we hear such utterances the props 
underpinning our make-believe world separate from their role in the fictional realm, doomed to revert to their 
material role in our everyday world. And so it is with merchandising or event mascots, as soon as the 
promotional tour ends or the curtain closes on an event, the mascots are aban- doned in some dark corner 
of a warehouse. In the case of Tobimaru, the Yokohama Flügels’ mascot no longer had a role to play on 
account of a managerial decision made by grown-ups. Within their make-believe worlds, they were cast aside 
without being able to die “properly” and with no prospect of that make-believe resuming one-day. And thus 
those mascot characters were eternally suspended in that chink between life and death.

What Yamashita is applying his talents to are those characters whose deaths were by no means perfect. [1]. 
Here, the original rules for make-believe have already been lost and a completely separate and arbitrary set 
of different conditions for make-believe prevail –– in this particular instance the artist displays the various 
elements materially underpinning the exhibition space (carving into the floorboards with an engraving knife; 
producing multiple prints by using the floorboards of the exhibition room as a woodblock and subsequently 
hanging them in the same room). Only semblances of those damaged characters whose stories and inner 
lives were originally meant to feature, float about unsteadily. It is almost as though they don’t revert to the 
formal make-believe. Yet having said that, this cast-off skin that cannot even die, is forcibly manipulated by 
something amidst throngs of the non-dead and immortals.

In the extensive collection of Photograph of Bye-Buy (2012-2020) [2] of rear views of stuffed toys or dolls 
exhibited on an Internet auction, the back of a character, which usually doesn’t attract much attention, all at 
once captures the viewer’s gaze. Whenever the characters vibrantly move about in their fictional realms, we 
pay scant heed to their backs. And yet, once it is clear that the characters drop their original functions, that 

is, when auctioned for sale, their backs become the centre of our focus for the first time. This is because as 
soon as any sign of make-believe is temporarily suspended as a result of commercial intervention by 
grown-ups, they will thereafter be handled like a frayed and dirty corpse, undergoing a scrupulous 
postmortem examination for physical damages. If this death proceeds smoothly, it will not do so for long. If 
the make-believe resumes under the tutelage of the new owner, the character will come back to himself just 
as though nothing had ever happened – in a similar way to saving data in a role-playing game that has 
been temporarily suspended. However, large quantities of post mortem certificates left as a record of their 
temporary demise still circulate on the Internet.

In One Tennis Court, Two Tennis Players (2009) [3] the kanji characters for sharekoube (skull) are penned 
in the broad, curving, closely-packed strokes of the Kanteiryu type face, which is traditionally used in 
connection with Japanese crafts, serving as a screen for the tiny opening at the entrance to the exhibition 
space. Thanks to this typeface’s distinctive features, the significance of the word skull – with its strong 
suggestion of death and deliberately painted like a still life – diminishes. Moreover the strokes strike us like 
the intricate trajectory of movements by a tennis player who has just completed competing in a five set 
game, emphasizing its linear design and barrier-like quality preventing entry to the opening area. Here, the 
written kanji is freed from its semantic trappings and significance usually associated with it, while all that 
remains is its visual facade. In another series, Paintings of Flower Vases (2012) [4], also featuring the 
identical typeface, enlarged pictograms depicting the flower vases are placed between the threshold and 
lintel of a spacious old Japanese-style tatami-room, as though they were fusuma (sliding doors). That both 
the skull and the flower vases snugly fit into the dimensions of their respective exhibition spaces is likely 
due to the fact that they are compatible with the letter-face designed so as to fit that specific typeface 
frame. And yet that design, judged from a practical perspective, is a commissioned object, in which 
precedence is given to the facility in arranging the kanji and what is known as aesthetic appeal (and yet 
again we are dealing with something called adult reality); it had no connection whatsoever with the 
meaning of the word nor with the rules for identifying glyphs. Here, the kanji character has been displaced 
from its customary world of denotation – we are not dealing with a fictional realm but confronted with an 
abstract sphere with a system of symbols – and all that is presented is a mere facade devoid of substance.

A feature common to many of his works is the manner in which Yamashita handles his strange characters; 
at times the drawings that he has been continually working on articulate this symbolically. In his drawings, 
Yamashita at first covers nearly the entire pictorial surface with the face’s contours and thereafter proceeds 
to add the facial features of countless existing characters so as to fill up the entire space. And yet here 
again, regardless of the characters’ original meaning and role, the choice is based solely upon the criteria 
of whether the external forms to fill in the pictorial void are appropriate. [5] What is to be seen here is neither 
a fetishistic desire towards the specific characters nor having the character move according to one’s 
wishes. Besides, it is not an analytical gaze upon the configuration of visual elements involved in creating 
the character, which dissects the character, in the sense of murdering it outright. In thoroughly restoring the 
character to an empty and flimsy surface, Yamashita is attempting to make its demise forever unattainable.

As for Feat. Tanpakushitsu-chan (2012), Yamashita instructed Tanpakushitsu, an illustrator who exhibits 
her works on pixiv, a Japanese online community for artists and the multimedia platform tumblr, to draw a 
picture. With titles the likes of A Cute High-School Girl, A Super-Cute High-School Girl, Super-dimensional 
Cute Existence, A Cute Existence that not even the Sun or Existence itself can Avoid and so on, Yamashita 
repeatedly gives instructions for an expression of cuteness that surpasses mere painterly cuteness. [6]. To 
argue which is cutest among any of those cute figures painted by artists illustrating beautiful young girls, 
painters working with oils, cartoonists in their comic strips seems somewhat silly. In most cases cuteness 
is bestowed amongst those multiple characters in a fictional realm by their relative forms. In disrupting this 
relative value of cuteness by means of Yamashita’s radical instructions, the illustrations of the cute 
high-school student become nothing more than flimsy pieces of paper, as though they lost not only their 
value due to hyper-inflation, but also their original significance and function. Moreover, the value that they 
should have been accorded has been written down considerably.

To sum matters up, what underpins Yamashita’s works is not a young boy’s or young girl’s sense of 
adventure to reclaim the rules of make-believe forcefully suspended through the intervention of grown-up 
reality. What is happening here is that Yamashita has re-assembled those characters that were unable to 
die correctly as a result of the various interventions by grown-up reality, operating, as it were, like a 
necromancer in his attempts to render them once more alive.The reason behind most of Yamashita’s works 
possessing paper-craft’s simulated innate structure and their capacity to combine fluid surfaces is due to 
the fact that it is a form of magic for the large-scale production of the “non-dead”. These eye captivating 
vivid shapes are poisonous death cosmetics with which to conceal the void in its depths. Notwithstanding 
these empty and flimsy facades, the appeal of Yamashita’s works lies therein.

Soeda Kazuho (Curator of Aichi Prefectural Museum of Art)
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