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This photo shows staff members wearing face shields next to “Pop up flower” by artist
Takashi Murakami during a media preview of “STARS: Six Contemporary Artists from
Japan to the World” at the Mori Art Museum in Tokyo. — AFP photos

This photo shows Mami Kataoka, director of the Mori Art Museum, posing for a photo in front of art by Yayoi Kusama titled “Women wait for love, but
men always walk away” (right) and “Shedding tears to the season” (left), after an interview with AFP at the Mori Art Museum in Tokyo.

It’s a blockbuster exhibition, featuring
some of the biggest names in Japan’s
contemporary art scene. But will peo-

ple flock to galleries in the midst of the
global coronavirus pandemic? That’s
the question on the mind of Mami
Kataoka, director of the influential Mori
Art Museum, which reopens on Friday
after a five-month hiatus with one of its
most high-profile Japanese art shows in
years. “We live in a time when we are
asked, ‘What is the role of museums
and what is the role of art?’” Kataoka
told AFP at a press preview of the
“STARS” exhibit this week.

The exhibition was supposed to open
in April, running through the summer to
attract visitors in town for the Olympics,
with works by leading Japanese art fig-
ures like Yayoi Kusama and Takashi
Murakami. But the coronavirus has

forced a year-long delay of the Games,
and the museum closed its doors in
February as infections began to climb in
Japan. “In this situation, it’s difficult to
manage (a museum),” Kataoka said.

The exhibition is going ahead despite
the challenges, and even as the city’s
governor has warned of a second wave
of infections in the capital. The star-
studded exhibition features well-known
works such as Murakami’s “Miss Ko2”
sculpture imbued with Japanese “otaku”
subculture, as well as Kusama’s
abstract Infinity Nets paintings. It also
showcases works by Hiroshi Sugimoto,
Lee Ufan and Yoshitomo Nara, who is
now preparing a major retrospective in
Los Angeles. Kataoka said the show
features artists who burst onto the glob-
al art scene after struggling for years in
relative obscurity. Some represent mini-

malist styles and others favour less tra-
ditional aesthetics, drawing from anima-
tion, pop culture and subcultures.

“I was grateful... that this museum
was able to reopen with this powerful
exhibit of works by artists with long
careers.” Acclaimed installation artist
and sculptor Tatsuo Miyajima told
reporters that the pandemic will test
what art people feel they need to see in
person. “We now only go to places and
see people we really need to see and
visit,” said Miyajima, who is exhibiting at
the show. “I think there will be a selec-
tion process and museums are not
exempt from that. People will come to
see things that they truly need to see.”

Japan has seen a smaller virus case-
load than many countries, with around
33,000 infections and just over 1,000
deaths. But Tokyo is seeing a spike in

cases, and authorities have warned
more measures may be needed if infec-
tions rise further. Exhibit visitors will be
asked to book in advance, wear masks
and sanitize their hands frequently. In a
bid to recoup costs, the museum is rais-
ing prices and stretching the exhibit run
longer. Despite the challenges, Kataoka
is convinced fans who do come will find
themselves pleasantly surprised.
“Visitors will be able to experience the
show in this uncrowded space. I think
you’ll see an improvement in the quality
of viewing experience.”— AFP

Astolen cutter, CCTV footage,
phone taps, loose-tongued sus-
pects... this is how an artwork by

famed street artist Banksy painted on
the door of the Bataclan club in Paris
was discovered in Italy 18 months after
being stolen. At 4:00 am on January
26, 2019, three men wearing hoodies
and masks take a cutting tool to the
metal door of the Bataclan.  It is not just
any old door, but the emergency exit of
the famous Parisian music venue
where 90 people were murdered by
Islamic State gunmen on November 13,
2015.  The stenciled white image is of a
“sad young girl” in homage to the vic-
tims of the Bataclan attack. 

It is all over in just a few minutes: the
thieves load the door into the back of
the Citroen van, whose number plate
has been made illegible, according to
captured CCTV footage.  “It was an
important investigation” for the officers,
some of whom had worked on the
Bataclan attack, a source close to the
case tells AFP.  By “honing in” on
phones located in the vicinity of the
Bataclan at the time and then along the
route taken by the getaway van, tracked
using surveillance cameras, police are
able to identify and tap the lines.  A year
later, police detain three men suspected
of breaking into a DIY shop in the Isere
department in southeastern France. 

A cutting tool is among the stolen
objects and one of the suspects boasts
of having been involved in a break-in in
Paris. With a link now established
between the suspects and the theft of
Banksy’s “the sad young girl”, police
use wire-taps and surveillance to track
down the receivers of the stolen art-
work. According to the investigators’
findings, the artwork is taken to first to
Isere, then to the south of France and
from there on to Italy.

‘Like trying to re-sell the Mona Lisa’ 
In Italy, the painting is initially hidden

in a hotel in Tortoreto, in the central
region of Abruzzo.  But when the hotel
undergoes renovation work, it is relo-
cated to an abandoned farm in
Sant’Omero, some 15 kilometers (nine
miles) away.  The hotel’s owner, an
acquaintance of one of the men sus-
pected of receiving stolen goods,
Mehdi Meftah, says he did not know
what the bulky package contained.
Police decide to detain the whole
gang, but the arrests are hampered by
the coronavirus lockdown, the source
tells AFP.  In a joint operation with
Italian police, the investigators seize
“the sad young girl” in Abruzzo on
June 10. 

The attendant publicity forces police
to speed up the arrests and a total of
nine people are detained in France in
the following days.  Two are charged
with robbery in an organized gang and
another four with receiving stolen
goods, including Mehdi Meftah. The
39-year-old, with his bouncer-like looks
and tattoos, founded the luxury T-shirt
brand “BL1.D”, which has an 18-carat
gold ingot sewn into the neckline. He is
suspected of ordering the theft.  “His
accomplices say he wanted to keep
the door for one of his houses,” says
the source close to the investigation,
acknowledging that trying to re-sell
such an artwork would be “very diffi-
cult”.  “It would be like trying to re-sell
the Mona Lisa,” his lawyer, Yves
Sauvayre, tells the weekly newspaper,
Journal du dimanche, denying his
client had ordered the theft.  “He was
presented with a fait accompli. He
agreed to take the door in order
accepted to help out old acquaintanc-
es. He didn’t pay a penny,” the lawyer
says.  At the moment, the artwork,
handed back to France by the Italian
authorities, is under seal and is being
guarded by Paris police.— AFP

The investigation that led police
to stolen Banksy in Italy

In this file photo taken on June 11, 2020 Italian Carabinieri pose near a piece of art attributed
to Banksy, that was stolen at the Bataclan in Paris in 2019.— AFP 

Apair of Japanese schoolgirls primp
their hair before a long mirror,
preparing for the perfect shot. But

they are not taking a smartphone selfie,
they are using a “purikura” photo booth.
Old-style photo booths have staged
something of a comeback in parts of the
world in recent years, for their nostalgic
value in the smartphone era. But the
purikura-an abbreviation of the Japanese
pronunciation of “print club”-offers much
more than a simple strip of passport pho-
tos. Featuring a dizzying array of retouch-
es, enhancements and adornments, they
remain hugely popular 25 years after they
debuted in Japan, particularly with
teenage girls and young women enam-
oured of their “kawaii” or cute output.

And despite the competition from
smartphones and increasingly sophisti-
cated retouching apps, at least one
Japanese firm is banking on the puriku-
ra’s enduring appeal and rolling out a new
model this year. Nonoka Yamada, 17, has
been a purikura fan for almost a decade
and told AFP she and friends use them
several times a week. “All the girls in my
class take purikura,” she said as she
prepped for her picture at a department
store in Tokyo’s Shibuya district. “The first
time I used one I was eight, and the cam-
era lens was too high so I had to stand on
my tiptoes,” she laughed. Purikura offer
more than a simple smartphone selfie,
she added. “It lets you make yourself look
cute, you can change your face,” she
said. “I want to put the pictures on
Instagram... the images are good-quality
with good lighting.”

Surviving the selfie era 
The first purikura was the brainchild of

Japanese firm Atlus, which launched the
product in partnership with Sega in July
1995. The booths quickly became a pop-
ular feature at Japanese gaming arcades,
where long lines of schoolgirls waiting to
have their photos taken transformed the
previously male-dominated arcade cus-
tomer base. Other companies quickly
jumped into the market, which by 1997
was worth more than $950 million a year.

But the selfie era took a toll, with users
increasingly able to take and retouch pho-
tos for free with their phones, rather than
paying about 400 yen ($3.80) for a sheet
of generally around 16 photos. Some
manufacturers went under, while others
abandoned the purikura business for
more profitable ventures. Today, just one
manufacturer remains: Furyu, a former
affiliate of the Japanese electronics firm
Omron. “In 1997 we launched our first
machine using Omron technology, which
offered caricature faces. It was a total
flop,” admitted Furyu spokeswoman Yuki
Hikita. “It had nothing to do with what
young girls wanted, probably because it
was developed by middle-aged men.”

The company began consulting cus-
tomers directly and credits focus-group-
ing with its longevity. In recent years, the
market has stabilised, with about 10,000
purikura dotted around the country-down
from the 1997 peak of 50,000. And while
the booths are less pervasive these days,
they remain popular-a Furyu phone app
for receiving purikura photos had 19 mil-
lion registered users in March.

‘Spreading purikura culture’ 
Yuka Kubo, an independent

researcher who studies the purikura phe-
nomenon, has traced how the booths

evolved over time. Early models featured
little more than cutesy borders around
photos, with the first limited retouching
tools debuting around 1998. Facial recog-
nition technology incorporated in 2003
allowed specific features to be altered,
particularly the eyes. “That was the start of
the fashion for enormous eyes,” said
Kubo, referring to a popular feature giving
customers the doe-eyed gaze of anime
characters.

“It started a competition between man-
ufacturers, driven by demand from girls,
over who could offer the biggest eyes,”
she said. In recent years retouching
options have become more sophisticated,
offering tints and shades to give the
appearance of perfect skin or a slimmer
face. And while smartphones and apps
offer retouching features, Hikita said there
was still room for purikura. “To take a
good selfie with a phone, you need a bit
of skill,” she said.

With purikura, “everything is automat-
ic, with professional equipment and
lighting, like a studio photo”. The coron-
avirus pandemic has meant new meas-
ures to keep customers safe, including
disinfectant at every booth, but it has not
kept fans away. “Customers are already
coming back, much faster than we’d
expected,” Hikita said. And in a sign of
the sector’s enduring appeal, Sega
announced this month that-more than
two decades since it launched the first
model-it would introduce a new version
later this year, with the goal of “spread-
ing purikura culture”. — AFP

Surviving selfies: Japan’s 
purikura photo booths cling on

Teenagers editing their photos at a Japanese style photo booth
known locally as “purikura”, or print club.

This photo shows teenagers displaying the printed images they took
at a Japanese style photo booth known locally as “purikura”, or print
club, in Tokyo. — AFP photos

Teenagers using a Japanese style photo booth known locally as
“purikura”.

Teenagers getting the printed images they took at a Japanese style
photo booth known locally as “purikura”.

A visitor taking pictures of
“Voyage of the Moon (Resting

Moon) by artist Yoshitomo Nara.


