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Aoyama Yume, Beginning of the story, 2024. Oil and acrylic on polyester fabric on panel, 194.0 X 162.0 cm.
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«To imagine a language means to imagine a form of life.»
Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, & 19,
G.E.M. Anscombe

trans.

KAWAII, A MOTHER TONGUE is an exhibition about what a language
becomes once its speakers stop explaining it.

A dragon rises out of a great wave, its body pieced together from fabric
with the seams left showing; in the storm around it, plants, animals and
small human lives are caught in the same current (Aoyama Yume' s Be-
ginning of the story, 2024). A hamster sits alone in a drained grey city,
where the end of the holiday is announced in soft bubble letters, the
only round thing in an architecture of right angles (BURUMORI' s HO-
LIDAY OVER, 2026). A courtesan from the classical repertoire rides a
white elephant, her face borrowed from a manga printed eight centuries
later (Makita Haruka's The Lady of Eguchi, 2026). A girl' s face is set
into the body of a calico cat, against floral wallpaper (Masuda Sophie’ s
Human-Faced Calico, 2026). A pattern of tights fills an entire canvas,
the body reduced to the geometry printed across it (Kondo Ami’ s One
Piece, 2026).

Nothing here looks alike, yet every one of these paintings could be
called kawaii within a second of being seen, before you even work out
what you are looking at.



On the left, Masuda Sophie, Human-Faced Calico, 2026. Acrylic and colored pencil on panel, 29.7 X 21.0 X 2.0 cm. On the right, BURUMORI, HOLIDAY OVER, 2026. Acrylic on canvas, 91.0
X 72.7 cm.
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It is this instant recognition that the exhibition takes as its subject. It
does not indicate a shared style, it indicates a shared language.

For fifty years, kawaii was something to talk about: it was analyzed, ex-
ported, or even raised into an emblem, then turned into ironic quotation
by a generation that used it to point at something other than itself. In
both cases it stayed at arm’ s length, inside quotation marks.

Here the quotation marks fall away.

Among these eight painters, born between 1988 and 2000, kawaii ap-
pears less as a subject, a strategy or a citation than as something clo-
ser to a language: one learned early enough that it no longer has to be
chosen. The exhibition proposes the term mother tongue for it.

And the nature of a mother tongue is that everything can be said in it.
What' s more, the word' s own roots already hold this. Before kawaii
meant lovable, it meant unbearable to look at, the ache of witnessing
something pitiable, and even before that, the heat of a face flushed with
embarrassment. What some of these painters ask the language to carry
was not added to it, it was actually already in the word’ s roots.
Through kawaii, violence, protection, death, and even what one tries to
rescue from it can be spoken. Human and animal can change places,
eras eight centuries apart can be stitched into a single picture, or fear
and safety can share the same frame. A printed pattern, a girl, a small
animal:

these figures do not announce a light subject, they carry it. Looking
harmless is what makes the language work.

Nothing obliges these artists to claim the language, and most never
name it. Some handle it in full awareness, as a tool whose mecha-
nism they understand. Others inherited it, the way one inherits a fa-
mily dialect. For another, the language surfaces almost without being
summoned, in a ribbon, a polka dot, a printed motif. A mother tongue
doesn’ t need to be declared, it only needs to be spoken.

A language that has only commentators is a dead one, while a language
with native speakers has a future by definition, because it keeps pro-
ducing sentences no one has yet formulated. Taken together, the eight
painters make that language audible at the exact moment it stops being
commented on and starts simply being used.

Adeline Le Metté
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AOYAMA Yume

Born 1997 in Ibaraki. Graduated from the Western Painting course, Faculty
of Art, Tohoku University of Art and Design (2020); completed the graduate
program in Art and Culture, Painting, at the same university’ s graduate school
(2022). She layers oil and acrylic on polyester fabric, joining the fragments
with lines that recall hand stitching. Holding the sensibilities of different eras
within a single picture, and looking at familiar creatures through an animist
attention that finds a mythic presence in ordinary life, she constructs a mytho-
logy that runs across established period divisions.

Awards and selections: 25th Taro Okamoto Award for Contemporary Art
(TARO Prize, 2022); Kuma Foundation Creator Scholarship, 5th cohort
(2021); 34th Holbein Scholarship (2021); Marunouchi Prize, Art Award
Tokyo Marunouchi (2020).

Selected solo exhibitions: Sutured Mythology, Fan Art Private Museum,
Taiwan (2026); Invisible Monster, Art Front Gallery, Tokyo (2024); Aoyama
Yume: Sewing the Beast, Shinjuku Takashimaya, Tokyo (2023).

Selected group exhibitions and art fairs: Art Bit Matrix, Mizuma Art Gallery,
Singapore (2025); ART SG, Singapore (2024); Character Matrix, Art Center
BUG, Tokyo (2024); Kiaf SEOUL, Korea (2023).

YO

Born 2000, from Shimane Prefecture. After graduating from the Department
of Fine Arts and Crafts, Nagaoka Institute of Design, she lived in Niigata and
Tokyo before settling in Osaka, where she is now based.

She values drawing freely and honestly from her own feelings, and treats
drawing as a process of consoling and healing herself. Where she once ex-
pressed negative emotions directly, in recent years she has taken the hand of
her past self and begun to make serener pictures.

Selected solo exhibitions: Nana-chan, Don’t Cry, Manshon Midori, Osaka
(2026); Somehow, It Feels Like I' ve Come So Far, Manshon Midori, Osaka
(2025).

Selected group exhibitions: Cat Cat Cat, moon gallery & studio, Tokyo (2026);
Girl Vol.13, SUP STAND FUKUOKA, Fukuoka (2025); =pulse, NU Chayamachi
window gallery, Osaka (2025); Pouring Water into a Cup, two-person exhibi-
tion, Niwa to Mado, Niigata (2020); and numerous others including between
gallery, SUNAB Gallery, Atelier Sangatsu, marienkafer and Opal Times.
Residency: Manshon Midori (October 2025 — February 2026).

Other: cover artwork for rojuu’s CiTY ROc and Shihanseiki Shonen’ s Nagisa
/ Haru wo Matazu ni; visual production for the TSUNOZU MACHIMINA ART
PROJECT, among others.

KONDO Ami

Born 2000 in Tokyo. Graduated in Painting, Department of Fine Arts, Faculty
of Fine Arts, Tokyo Zokei University (2022); nominated for the ZOKEI Prize
at the graduation exhibition the same year. She paints from motifs seen in
everyday life. Grasping each motif as a form, she composes the picture from
the contour lines of several motifs together. By drawing these sharp-edged
contours with a brush, she values the time spent facing the canvas from the
first stroke through to completion, and through the contrast of colour and tex-
ture between adjoining passages of paint, she settles the image of the picture
as a whole rather than that of its individual motifs.

Award: Hijikata Meiji Prize, finalist, muni Art Award 2022.

Selected solo exhibitions: untitled, KATSUYA SUSUKI GALLERY, Tokyo
(2024); reflection, Shimokitazawa Arts, Tokyo (2022).

Selected group exhibitions: IGNITION Japan-Taiwan Exhibition,
(2023); Traces, CANDYBAR Gallery, Kyoto (2023).

TSUTSUI Fumina

Born 1992. Lives in Shizuoka. She builds a small story with each work, sad
and warm at once, painting around life and death, memory and existence. She
makes her works as a recording medium for what she holds dear in memory
and wants to make permanent, hoping they will remain in this world like fossils.
Selected solo exhibitions: Praying Hands, Empty Fingers, gallery hydrangea,
Tokyo (2026); Holding a Single Blink, Aircraft Carrier, Tochigi (2025); A Pre-
sence Clearer Than a Thin Film, aL Base, Tokyo (2024); You, Patchworked
and Full of Holes, NODA CONTEMPORARY, Nagoya (2024); Eternal Lost Pro-
perty, aL Base, Tokyo (2023); Cradle, gallery hydrangea, Tokyo (2022).

Taiwan
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Selected art fairs: Mango Art Festival (2024, 2025); ART FAIR TOKYO
(2024); ONE ART TAIPEI (2024); Kiaf SEOUL (2023).

Other: cover artwork for yunosame singles and albums; artwork for Korean
fashion brand COYSEIO.

MAKITA Haruka

Born 1988 in Kyoto, lives in Osaka. Graduated from the lIllustration Course,
Department of Visual Design, Faculty of Design, Kyoto Seika University
(2011). Drawing on ukiyo-e and other work from the past while weaving in a
contemporary sensibility, she works on the theme of the connection and flow
of time. She mounts washi paper on panel and paints entirely by hand using
traditional materials: sumi ink, mineral pigment, suihi pigment and gofun.
Selected solo exhibitions: I'm here, YOD TOKYO, Tokyo (2026); Life and
Roadside Grass, Green Light Gallery, Taichung, Taiwan (2026); Everyday
Bougquet, YOD Editions, Osaka and elsewhere (2025); Someday’ s Kyoto, ka-
ra-S Gallery, Kyoto (2024); Fish Swimming Through the Days, YOD TOKYO,
Tokyo (2023).

Selected group exhibitions: Infinite Imaginaries, Artglorieux GALLERY OF
TOKYO, Tokyo (2026); Beyond the Now, YOD TOKYO, Tokyo (2025); On
and On, YOD TOKYO, Tokyo (2024); Junction, Kyoto Tsutaya Books, Kyoto
(2023).

Monograph: THE VISUAL: Makita Haruka, Everyday Bouquet, TWO VIRGINS
(2025).

MASUDA Sophie

Born 1990 in Aichi. Spent part of her childhood in the United States and the
Netherlands. Graduated in French Literature, Faculty of Letters, Sophia Uni-
versity (2012). Working as a painter in earnest since 2022. Based in Tokyo.
Girls and cats are her principal motifs; she treats the large black eyes she
paints with particular care as mirrors of inner subtlety, holding the purity of a
gaze that looks straight at the world. Through the contrast between soft co-
lored-pencil lines and carefully layered acrylic, she expresses the quiet, deep,
introspective world that lies behind an approachable surface.

Selected solo exhibitions: Miao Miao, Gallery Le Monde, Tokyo (2026); Hello,
I m your shadow, Kaimikan Gallery, Tokyo (2025); now and then, Niji Gallery,
Tokyo (2025); Cat Power, Gallery G2, Ginza, Tokyo (2025); Friend of the
Night, Palette Gallery, Tokyo (2024); CATS, Kaimikan Gallery Daikanyama,
Tokyo (2024).

Selected group exhibitions and art fairs: CATS, GG2 GALLERY, Seoul, Korea
(2025); 14th Busan Annual Market of Art (BAMA), Busan, Korea (2025);
Heallie2406, GALLERY SUMMER of LOVE, Tokyo (2024).

16MEI

Born 1995. Began exhibiting around 2017. Works mainly in acrylic. What
exists and what does not, reality and memory, freedom and confinement, fear
and safety: she explores the coexistence of opposites, and the in-between
sensation that cannot be resolved into either.

Solo exhibitions: NEW TOWN, Art Gallery Shirokane 6¢, Tokyo (2026); Ha-
nabana, Sumumachi de Art wo Tanoshimu, Kyoto (2026); It Must Lead to
That Hill, Art Gallery Shirokane 6c, Tokyo (2025); butterfly daydream, gallery
hydrangea, Tokyo (2025); A Garden Behind the Eyes, Art Gallery Shirokane
6c, Tokyo (2024); Inhale, Exhale, VLAB Gallery (2023); It Used to Be a Lake,
Art Gallery Shirokane 6¢, Tokyo (2023); Flower vase., Art Gallery Shirokane
6¢, Tokyo (2022).

Art fairs: Beijing Contemporary (2023); Study: Osaka Kansai International Art
Festival (2023); ART TAIPEI (2022); ONE OFF (2022); Kiaf PLUS (2022).
Artist books: susurrus (2025); murmur (2024); Calm (2022).

BURUMORI

Studied DTP design from 2013, worked in the printing industry, and began
working in earnest as an artist in 2022. Taking the affirmation of weakness
and the sadistic impulse as her themes, she places the hamster, an overwhel-
mingly weak creature, at the centre as her main character. She regards the
resentment and envy the weak hold toward the strong as one of the purely
human emotions, and believes it may hold the potential to deter violence in
the real world.

Selected solo exhibitions: PLAY, VINYL, Tokyo (2026); demurely, excube,
Osaka (2025); DULL, Kyoto Tsutaya Books, Kyoto (2025); Let’ s Go Looking
for the Rainbow, Ginza Tsutaya Books, Ginza (2025); COULD IT BE, Ishikawa
Gallery, Akasaka (2024); RESSENTIMENT, Ishikawa Gallery, Ginza (2022).
Selected group exhibitions and art fairs: ART FAIR ASIA FUKUOKA (2024,
2025, 2026); Affordable Art Fair Hong Kong (2026); THE CHARITY, JPS
GALLERY, Tokyo (2026); Intersect: Tokyo Art Currents, Kyobashi (2025);
MEZZANINE, Isetan Shinjuku Art Gallery (2025); ART FEAR SEOUL, Korea
(2023).

Other: key visual for International Women' s Day, Isetan Shinjuku (2025).
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