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Prologue:
A Summer of Love and Hate

STOCK IS A FRAUD!

George Washington did not look particularly impressed. Was this what the Bill of Rights, proposed and initially ratified on this spot, had been for? Beneath the Founding Father’s outstretched hand, four young people were dancing. They were naked. The statue of the first President of the United States of America had witnessed many things in all his years on Wall Street but not that, although had his bronze form been loosed from its pedestal and allowed to roam the streets of Manhattan more freely in the summer of 1968, he might have seen a good deal more human flesh. With the rise of flower power, nudity was becoming a much commoner sight on the streets of New York.

As the dancers gyrated hypnotically to the accompaniment of a conga drummer and climbed on to the pedestal beside Washington, a small woman applied blue paint to their bodies in the form of what looked like polka dots. The woman in question, the 39-year-old Japanese-born artist Yayoi Kusama, knew something about freedom of speech and the First Amendment to the US Constitution. She also knew the value of a good lawyer, which is why she usually chose to be accompanied by hers when she conducted her Anatomic Explosion public performances. The police would be along to stop the fun shortly, she knew, so it was wise to have legal representation.

STOCK MEANS NOTHING TO THE WORKING MAN.

Wall Street was the perfect place for one of Kusama’s Happenings: she had been born in 1929, the year of the Great Crash, which had begun here and eventually spread to her Japanese homeland, where the rise of militarism was aided by its aftershocks. And Anatomic Explosion was the perfect name for them: her youth had been strongly marked by World War II and its conclusion with the dropping of atomic bombs on the Japanese cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. No wonder she was so viscerally opposed to the Vietnam War. ‘We want to stop this game. The money made with this stock is enabling the war to continue,’ she wrote. ‘We protest this cruel, greedy instrument of the war establishment.’

She was planning more events, and in the most public locations – at the Statue of Liberty, in Central Park, in front of the United Nations – and was preparing flyers carrying her message, making an explicit connection between nudism and anti-capitalism: ‘Nudism is the one thing that doesn’t cost anything,’ one read. ‘Clothes cost money. Property costs money…Forget yourself and become one with nature!’

STOCK IS A LOT OF CAPITALIST BULLSHIT.

The equation between nudism and the anti-war movement was being made in lots of places, even on Broadway, where the success of the musical Hair signalled the hippie counterculture’s increasing impact on the US mainstream. But there was one element of Kusama’s message that set her apart from her peers: polka dots. The artist had come to be known popularly as the ‘Polka Dot Princess’ owing to her habit of dressing in polka dots and painting polka dots on the naked bodies of her performers. Today she was wearing a polka-dotted scarf and tights. This was more than a fashion statement; it was political and philosophical too. ‘Self-obliteration is the only way out,’ she wrote. ‘Kusama will cover your body with polka dots.’

OBLITERATE WALL STREET MEN WITH POLKA DOTS.
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Born to Stars and Bombs

‘I was born on highlands. I remember the beautiful stars at night. They were so beautiful that I felt the sky was falling upon me.’

Yayoi Kusama was born in the shadow of Mount Hotaka, deep in the Japanese Alps, on 22 March 1929. Her childhood home would be Matsumoto, a low-lying provincial city in Nagano Prefecture cradled and shielded by the surrounding peaks of the Hida Mountains. The fourth child and second daughter of Kamon and Shigeru Kusama, she was named Yayoi after her birth month, the third in the Japanese lunar calendar. In keeping with local custom, she was a year old when she first saw the light of day.

The Kusamas were a long-established landowning and farming dynasty in the village of Shōnai-mura, renamed Nakajō in the early 20th century and incorporated into the greater Matsumoto City area. Sueo Kusama, Yayoi’s grandfather, had been a feted businessman and local politician. He had begun by selling seeds and tobacco, before building up the family business by adding a plant nursery and rising socially to serve – twice – as a member of the Matsumoto municipal assembly.

The only area of life in which Sueo had struggled – hardly a negligible omission in such a strongly patriarchal society – was in producing a male heir. He and his wife, Yukie, had had their first child, a daughter named Shigeru, in 1905. When no boys were forthcoming in the following years, they did what other Japanese families with fortunes to protect but no male heirs did: they adopted one. So, in 1923, Kamon Okamura took the name of Kusama, married Shigeru, and became the head of the household, if in name only. Male heirs would not be a problem for Kamon and Shigeru, and two were delivered in short order. There would be two daughters too, of whom the second was Yayoi.

The Kusama family business had continued to thrive and now boasted six hothouses as well as large tracts of land. Economic change was on its way, however. ‘I was born the year the stock market crashed,’ Yayoi Kusama wrote in an early notebook. The Great Crash had struck Wall Street in September 1929 when she was still a babe in arms; its effects rippled around the world and the aftershocks were felt as far afield as rural Japan. Nagano’s biggest bank, Shinano, went under in 1930. The economic depression was bad news for farmers everywhere, and Nagano’s silk industry would take a serious hit. The Kusamas had to sell off land.

The worldwide financial crisis was accompanied by political upheavals in Japan. The ShŌwa era, which began with Emperor Hirohito’s ascension to the throne in 1926, would prove a period of intense militarism.

The new regime’s Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere campaign garnered initial popular support by promising to deliver independence to a bloc of Asian territories still under the thumb of Western powers. However, what began as a movement to extirpate colonial influence soon morphed into an attempt to replace it with Japanese control. Following the Manchurian Incident in 1931, when Japanese forces invaded the Chinese territory, tens of thousands of workers left Nagano to labour in the newly occupied puppet state of Manchukuo. The slogan hakkō ichiu (‘the whole world under a single roof’) summed up the regime’s growing imperialist ambitions as, at home, the state began to exercise greater control over all aspects of everyday life.

If the world outside her door seemed to be readying itself for war, Kusama’s home life was hardly pacific. ‘My mother wielded a tremendous amount of authority and my father was always dispirited,’ she remembered. Kamon and Sigeru quarrelled viciously, not least because he was serially unfaithful – his concubines included prostitutes, geishas, a housemaid – and regularly absented himself from the family home. Sigeru, jealous and angry, got her younger daughter to trail him, with the promise of a bowl of wonton soup on her return as a reward.

As a girl, Kusama loved nothing more than heading off into the family’s seed-harvesting grounds to sketch the flowers. But she was also, she said, ‘a tomboy who loved to climb trees’. In the holidays she might stay with relatives, whom she liked to entertain by dancing naked for them. ‘I would sing – to a random melody – lyrics I had written, waving yellow fans and dancing elaborately, without a stitch on.’ Word of these performances reached the local boys, who asked her to dance naked for them too, which she did on a straw mat in the garden. ‘It was then I realised just how deeply males long for the naked female form,’ she noted. When her mother discovered what she had been doing, she beat Yayoi ‘nearly unconscious’. ‘When you have four children, one of them can always turn out to be utter trash,’ her mother would announce in front of the family’s servants.

Though troubled by her father’s conduct, Kusama made up her mind that she would go with him if her parents’ squabbles turned to divorce. This was partly because Kamon was more sympathetic to his daughter’s artistic pursuits: he would buy her materials to draw and paint with. Her mother did not approve of Yayoi’s art fixation and actively resisted her daughter’s attempts to break free of traditional gender roles in the coming years, repeating a favourite saying that artists were no better than beggars and that the poverty that would inevitably result from pursuing such a career would bring shame upon the family. Kusama later claimed that her mother would kick her palette and they would fight, or she would hit Kusama for ‘saying crazy things’ and lock her without food in a storehouse for hours on end.

Around the time she turned ten, Yayoi Kusama began to experience hallucinations.

One day as she walked through a garden, violets bearing ‘uncanny expressions’ started talking to one another. Growing enchanted by her enhanced new vision of the natural world, Kusama engaged in ‘spiritual dialogues’ with the chattering blooms. At home afterwards, it seemed to her that she was barking rather than speaking. Her suspicions were confirmed when she went into the yard to communicate with the family pet. ‘Sure enough and to my surprise,’ she noted in her autobiography, ‘I had become a dog.’

On another occasion, as she was staring at a red floral pattern on a tablecloth it began to spread, covering the ceiling, windows and Kusama’s own body, and eventually papering over the whole universe. Fearing becoming ‘buried in the infinitude of endless time and the absoluteness of space, and be[ing] reduced to nothingness’, Kusama fled upstairs. But as she began to mount the steps, they disintegrated under her tread and she hurt her ankle.

At other times a fine silken veil would seem to fall about her, enveloping her senses and causing the people around her to seem to shrink into the distance. No longer able to understand what was being said or even to remember her way home, she might wander aimlessly and take shelter for the night under the eaves of a strange house.

She had never been a particularly happy child: ‘I probably already had the sense of despair all around me when I was in my mother’s womb,’ she reflected. As a young girl she suffered from a hearing defect and asthma ‘caused by the tension between me and the outer world’. As such, what happened in that outer world was ‘mostly shrouded in mystery’ for her. But her hallucinations and experience of ‘self-obliteration’ and ‘depersonalization’, as she described these new phenomena, increased her sense of apartness. ‘I lost the sense of time, speed and distance, and of how to talk with people,’ she remembered. ‘I ended up locking myself in a room.’

In her growing isolation, art would be her salvation. As she said, ‘Painting pictures seemed to be the only way to let me survive in this world.’ Nets and dots were key motifs in these early works. Repetition, she noted, ‘was to become the foundation of my art’.

Indeed, she created work in such volume that the piles of paintings soon reached the ceiling of her room. Images flowed from her mind like lava from an erupting volcano, she said; securing enough canvas and paper to be able to capture them all was a challenge. But whatever the practical difficulties, it was essential to her wellbeing to be able to reproduce visually the ‘strange, uncanny things’ she saw; such obsessive, repetitive activity allowed her to gain control over, and so free herself from, her visions.

Her father’s infidelities resulted in Kusama developing a strong dislike of male sexuality and at the same time – perhaps paradoxically – an obsession with phallic forms. She also said she had happened to witness the sex act when she was small. ‘It reached the point where I was assaulted by countless phallic visions,’ she recounted. She would sketch flowers in bloom, with the petals forming ‘shapes that resembled vaginas’. Dots placed in the middle of them, meanwhile, ‘represented penises’. She described hiding in the lavatory to escape her mother when she was on the ‘warpath’. There, she felt safe and at liberty to draw ‘sheet after sheet’ of these sexualized flowers: ‘I drew vaginas that had been chewed by dogs and trampled underfoot or penises that were smeared with cat excrement; I called these pieces “Toilet Art”.’

She may not have been the only impressionable young Japanese person assailed by such sexualized, and particularly phallic, visions at the time. In 1936, the nation fell prey to the ‘Sada Abe panic’, after a former geisha erotically asphyxiated her lover and cut off his penis, which she then carried around for days in her kimono. The story gripped the country. Multiple sightings of Abe were reported as she fled detection; one would-be spotter caused a stampede in the upmarket Ginza shopping district of Tokyo, bringing traffic to a halt. The scandal would serve as the basis for the Franco-Japanese film In the Realm of the Senses some decades later. Kusama had clearly not forgotten the incident either when her phallic visions were finding direct expression in the art she made in New York in the 1960s. At that time she would boast that she had produced a far larger set of (fake) male genitals than Sada Abe had managed to collect.

Kusama was a good student, but the political convulsions at home and abroad severely disrupted her school years. ‘I couldn’t escape this militarism because the government wanted it and the schools wanted it. I suffered. It killed my mind,’ she said. The situation deteriorated further after the attack on Pearl Harbor on 7 December 1941 signalled Japan’s entry into World War II and Kusama, in company with her classmates at the Matsumoto First Girls’ High School, found herself recruited to work in the fields and in the Kureha Textile factory, producing uniforms and parachutes for the Japanese military. The hours were long and the diet poor; articles in the press counselled that insects and straw could be eaten. When the war in Europe came to an end with the German surrender in May 1945, the Pacific theatre became the Allies’ main focus. The US bombing campaign had intensified and Kusama would watch the aeroplanes approaching as they ‘flew in broad daylight’ over the Japanese mainland. ‘I could barely feel my life,’ she said.

Her health collapsed. Recuperating from pneumonia at home, she worked on her art. In June 1945, she started a new sketchbook – which had the English word ‘Notebook’ embossed in the forbidden enemy language in gold on its cover – and gradually filled it with drawings of peonies. Mirroring both her internal state and the blasted landscape beyond the family farm, she depicted the blossoms in the early pages as badly damaged and shrivelled, their leaves eaten away by worms.

An invasion of the Japanese mainland, Operation Downfall, was now being mooted by the Allies and an ultimatum was issued to the Imperial forces in the Potsdam Declaration in July: surrender or face ‘prompt and utter destruction’. Emperor Hirohito was unmoved. Since 1942, the Allies had been developing nuclear weapons as part of the Manhattan Project; by the summer of 1945, the first bombs were ready to be dropped.

On 6 August at 8.15 am local time, flying at around 30,000 feet, the B-29 Superfortress bomber Enola Gay released the first nuclear bomb over the southern Japanese city of Hiroshima. ‘Little Boy’ fell for 43 seconds before detonating. Approximately 50,000 Japanese died immediately; the same number again would succumb to burns, radiation sickness and other effects in the coming months. Three days later, on 9 August, a second bomb – ‘Fat Man’ – was dropped on the city of Nagasaki, with similar results.

Kusama may have listened with her parents as, all across Japan, families gathered around their radios on 15 August to hear Hirohito make a historic announcement. It was the first time a Japanese emperor had addressed the nation in this way. In fact, the speech had been pre-recorded in the Tokyo Imperial Palace a day or two earlier and was broadcast from a phonographic recording. The emperor spoke in classical Japanese, which much of the population did not understand, and anyway avoided saying directly that Japan was surrendering – instead he announced that he had accepted the terms of the Potsdam Declaration. The motives behind the emperor’s obfuscation were not far to seek. A significant portion of the Imperial Army considered capitulation dishonourable. Indeed, a detachment
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