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Since childhood, Haraguchi Noriyuki (b. 1946) has created models. Most interviews in print tend
to press him on sketching and museum trips in his youth, trying to measure how much the boy
showed signs of his future as a fine artist. But on less guarded occasions, he has come straight out
and said it, for example, during the second iteration of his famous A-4E Skyhawk in 1995, a full-
size “model” of the rear portion of the Douglas fighter jet of that name:
Mono-ha might have been important in its time for Japanese art. But if you ask me why I
don’t call myself Mono-ha, it’s because I wasn’t part of those times. Or rather, my original
point of departure was different. As a child on the Shimokita Peninsula, I saw a plastic
model in a shop window. This bit of landscape, it’s like a scene in a daydream.1

Haraguchi was born in Yokosuka, at the mouth of Tokyo Bay. The city is home to the US
Seventh Fleet, today the world’s largest forward-deployed naval fleet. It played a central role in
attack operations during both the Korean and Vietnam Wars, and it was the target of strident
antiwar protests during the latter. This is where Haraguchi lived full-time throughout the 1960s
and 1970s, and part-time since. The base has shaped him such that he speaks of servicemen in
the streets, naval ships in the harbor, and fighter jets as part of his “everyday.”
It is important to layer that context with another. Haraguchi was Japan’s version of a military brat, moving frequently because of his father’s work as a radio specialist for the predecessor
of the national Self-Defense Forces (SDF). The shop-window epiphany took place in a town
called Ominato, on the Pacific Coast side of Aomori Prefecture, where he lived when he was
about nine, meaning roughly 1955. The window belonged to a barbershop. The owner’s brother,
Haraguchi thinks, had brought the scale model back from Tokyo, for such things were rare in the
country. “It was the first time I had seen a plastic model. There wasn’t even plastic around in
those days.” The model was of a plane and was American-made (fig. 14).2
Haraguchi describes this moment as his gen fukei, his “original landscape,” the place
where one begins and will always return. It also became a prime filter through which Yokosuka
and the base presence manifested in his early artwork.
But first of all, it set him to building models, which he did ardently throughout his adolescence. It is significant that Haraguchi began modeling at the end of an era in the hobby’s history.
When he began, the only real options, unless one was rich enough to procure foreign kits, were

Fig. 14. Model Art (June 1968), cover showing Fujimi 1/50 A-4E Skyhawk model (bottom left)
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to assemble rough, prefabricated wood kits or to design and
construct everything from scratch. The first domestically produced puramoderu (plastic model kits) to be marketed on a
large scale did not appear until 1958, and it took a couple of
years before they were cheap enough for the average kid or
manufactured at a quality comparable to that of the imports.3
Haraguchi thus began making models at a time when handmade know-how was practically a must. And while he bought
and assembled plastic kits as they began to flood the market in
the early 1960s, even then he preferred the technical demands
and formal freedoms of building from scratch against the prefab
orientation of the toy industry and its simplification of model
making to the assembly of cast parts.
A number of Haraguchi’s early paper models have survived, recovered from storage in the 1990s and since exhibited
under the collective name of Ships. Created between 1963 and
1966, the twenty-plus submarines, destroyers, and other warships are all made of cardboard and glue. They are not built to
scale but are painted in colors and in some cases with markings
that are meant to evoke the look of actual craft, though not necessarily of specific craft. Due to thirty years’ storage in a rain-
soaked box, they are now worn and mangled like some ghost
fleet dredged up from the past and the bottom of the sea. Yet
when he made them, Haraguchi was not aiming at symbolic
destruction. After all, what he was fashioning—American
military war craft—was quite alive and well. To this day, from
Yokosuka’s high ground one can see the naval ships anchored
at harbor or passing by on their way into or out of Tokyo Bay.
This scene, the artist says, provided the immediate inspiration
for Ships.
It is important to note the date of these ships’ creation.
The early to mid-1960s were probably too early for a boy of about
sixteen to perceive Yokosuka Harbor’s exact role in Cold War
geopolitics. The Japan-US Security Treaty (known in Japan as
ANPO) had been ratified in 1960, but the Vietnam War had yet
to offer its practical demonstration of what the agreement
enabled the US Armed Forces to do in times of actual warfare.
Nonetheless, warships would have been steeped in
ANPO in a different way, particularly for a young man inter-
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ested in modeling. The early 1960s are often described in Japan
as the postwar period’s first major “modeling boom.” Most kits
were military, starring famous craft from Japan’s Imperial Navy
and its obliterated Air Service, as well as American and European vessels from both the present and World War II. Parent
and teacher groups warned of the return of militarism, which
was understandable considering how models were often “animated” in youth magazines through romantic stories of war in
the Pacific or photographic spreads of the SDF in action. But in
light of the array of icons associated with Japanese defeat—the
giant battleship Yamato, sunk on its first outing; fighter jets
such as the Zero-sen, sent on suicide missions; the B-29s that
rained incendiaries on Japanese cities; the battleship USS Missouri, on which the surrender was signed—the scene of Japanese model mania in the late 1950s and early 1960s seems more
about coming to terms with the reality of greater American military might and the influence it continued to wield over Japan
beyond the Occupation.
It is therefore significant that the beginning of this first
modeling rush overlapped with the protests against the revisions of the Security Treaty, exploding in the spring and summer of 1959. As the fires calmed after the treaty was signed in
1960, and the American command settled into the terms of the
new agreement, the very war machines that it sanctioned were
being promoted by model manufacturers and youth publications as objects of Japanese boyhood fantasy.
Meanwhile, in Yokosuka, a teenage boy was making models
of the American ships he saw in the harbor.
Interpretations of Haraguchi’s 1960s work tend to relate
it directly to American military staging in Japan by thinking of
it as a representational capture of its literal vehicles. This might
be argued for the military-inflected works he created in the
thick of the Vietnam War. But if one begins with the “primal
scene” of the barbershop window in 1955 and his made-from-
scratch model ships of the early 1960s, it becomes clear that
American military craft for Haraguchi were not simply politicized symbols of ANPO. Growing up in and around military
facilities might have helped make them “all too natural,” as he
put it in the early 1970s, but also important was the model boom

and its role in socializing Japanese boys into accepting the
American military presence in Japan. As a military brat and a
modeler, Haraguchi essentially had ANPO in his genes. His
later artwork responds as much to that substratum as it does to
the political exigencies of the Vietnam War.
Northeast along Tokyo Bay, from the port of Yokohama to
Tokyo’s Haneda Airport, is a ten-kilometer stretch of petrochemical plants, steel mills, warehouses, and loading facilities
known as the Keihin Industrial Region. It was a major engine of
Japan’s rapid economic growth in the 1950s and 1960s—and
among the nation’s ugliest and most polluted regions.
Haraguchi’s attention turned to this area in the mid-
1960s, a time when he also began looking at contemporary
American art in magazines. These were the days when Minimalism and Pop Art not only appeared side by side in shows but
were as often crossed in individual works, with a wry sense of
humor frequently linking elements—geometric abstraction,
industrial materials, literal objects, appropriated icons of popular culture and mass media, anti-monuments from the sub-
urban industrial surround—that art history has traditionally
parsed out into facets of separate isms. Similarly eclectic is
Haraguchi’s early work. The warehouses and heavy freight
trains trudging slowly through the Keihin coastal areas seemed
to have first provided the infrastructure, so to speak, on which
to base his first major influences from contemporary art.
In July 1966, one of Haraguchi’s recent paintings, Tsumu
147 (Freight Car), appeared in color on the cover of the popular
left-leaning weekly Asahi Journal, a best seller on university
campuses. The debut for the nineteen-year-old was as sudden
as it was high profile. Haraguchi had only begun painting in
high school, a couple of years before, under the tutelage of
an art teacher who embraced contemporary art. It is unfortunate that Haraguchi destroyed most of his work from this
period. Surviving are apparently only a figurative painting of
the fat body of a spotted cow, another depicting the old Yokosuka train station, and Tsumu 147, an interesting mix of proto-
Pop painterly facture and literalness, the industrial motifs of the
Keihin region, and a modeler’s interest in scaling and detailing.

It depicts—or, rather, partially reconstructs in paint on paper
and canvas mounted on board, with a few additions in metal
and plaster—a section of a door of a freight train car, roughly
life-size. Black, brown, and orange acrylic paint have been
applied to the canvas to represent the black spaces of vents,
rusty rivets, and general surface scuff. Blackened plaster has
been modeled to look like a latch. Three metal handles have
been attached to pull together the illusion. The numerals “147”
have been painted as if stenciled, in three shades between
orange and yellow. And near the latch is a faint handprint.
In an “Artist’s Statement” in the issue of Asahi Journal
that introduced Tsumu 147 to the Japanese public, Haraguchi
said the following: “Two motifs that I have been continuously
interested in are warehouses and freight cars. In a contemporary world where everyone is drawn to the pretty, a silently
moving freight car. A strong and sturdy power that we young
people either don’t have or have forgotten. How to extract that
from warehouses and freight cars and give it form?”4 The painting certainly communicates the heaviness and grit of a landscape very different from the mountains and glittering sea of a
traditional “beautiful Japan.” But the work is more than a realist
retort to the idyllic. When asked if the stenciled numbers, the
vertical stripes of the vents, and the handprint had something
to do with the work of Jasper Johns, the artist did not deny the
possibility. In fact, the scale of Tsumu 147 (52¾ x 67 in.) is
based roughly on the dimensions of Johns’s Flag of 1954–55
(42¼ x 60X in.). It might also have been Johns’s Diver (1963)
that provided Haraguchi with the idea of the handprint. Even
the general color palette of Tsumu 147 evokes that era of Johns’s
painting, with its greasy blacks and browns. The idea of attaching literal objects and re-creating subject matter at 1:1 scale
likewise recalls Johns.
Having said that, it is important to note that Haraguchi at
the time was still building kits and handmade models. There
might be stenciled numbers and letters in Johns, but they also
occur on a couple of Haraguchi’s cardboard ships. Likewise, the
attention paid to local features such as the specific shape of
the latch or the quality of surface grime seems to derive from the
modeler’s attention to realistic detailing. It is not that Tsumu
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Fig. 15. Flyer for Haraguchi Noriyuki solo exhibition held at Muramatsu Gallery, Yokosuka,
September 16–21, 1968
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147 aims to simulate an object in the real world. Quite the contrary: elements are generalized in intentionally rough brushstrokes. But it is precisely this generality that is significant: it is
as if the detailing of a small model has been blown up to life
size, thus magnifying its imprecision. The formative influence
of modeling seems to have found expression in the terms of
contemporary art.
Oddly, one of the most suggestive artifacts from Haraguchi’s
early career is an exhibition announcement. It was for a solo
show at the Muramatsu Gallery in Tokyo, which ran for just a
week in September 1968.
In the show itself was a series of white-painted, shaped
canvases resembling segments of interior air ducts in buildings
and accordingly titled Air Pipes. The following year (1969),
Haraguchi created a related set of flaccid air vents out of polyurethane foam and aluminum, likely a nod to Claes Oldenburg’s
soft sculptures or the wonky pneumatic and wriggly forms of
Pop design in general. As for the Air Pipes in the Muramatsu
show, as monochrome, shaped canvases inspired by building
materials, the Minimalist inspiration is easy enough to perceive.
Juxtaposed against proto-Mono-ha works such as Sekine
Nobuo’s Phase-Drawing series (also 1968), one can see how
Haraguchi’s formal interests aligned to a degree with the topological concerns of his contemporaries. The air duct—designed
to channel invisible ether through its interior while presenting
an exterior that echoes the lively formlessness of that which it
contains through an otherwise cold and concrete industrial
form—seems a perfect motif for thinking through formal relations of inside and outside surfaces while remaining in the
world of existing everyday things. Meanwhile, the humor in the
Air Pipes, so forthright in the subsequent soft vents, is really
discernible only if one considers what else these objects resemble: enlarged pieces from a plastic model kit, which likewise are
hollow but not visibly so when viewed frontally. Could it be that
Minimalism steered Haraguchi from interest in the overtly
handmade to one in the industrially fabricated, as Pop opened
his eyes to the possibilities of oversize play?

As for the exhibition announcement, it is a head-
scratching cipher that, once decoded, offers up a similar picture
(fig. 15). Folded in quarters lengthwise, its upper half shows a
large and thick black triangular frame, recalling Frank Stella or
geometric painting from that era in general. It also evokes jet
markings, especially considering the second element of the
flyer: a detailed drawing of an F-8 Crusader, probably plucked
from a modeling magazine. During an interview with the artist,
Haraguchi described himself as being “somewhere in between
the two,” which is to say, between the giant Minimalist-esque
triangle above and the naturalistic but dwarfed American
fighter jet below. In the exhibition were works similarly “somewhere in between” the concerns of contemporary art and those
of modeling. A triangle without a center, shaped canvases and
sculptures implying hollow but active interiors, a vehicle
equipped with a jet engine that propels it through the sky
by expelling compressed air—clearly there were also common
formal traits drawing together Haraguchi’s interests in art
and machines.
Just around this time, Haraguchi began work on what is
now considered the pinnacle of his early career: A-4E Skyhawk
(1968–69). The exact chronology of its birth and life is not certain but seems to have gone more or less as follows. After
attending the after-party for Nippon Kamaitachi, a group show
held in Yokohama in August 1968 that included a couple of the
Air Pipes, Haraguchi stumbled drunk into a taxi to send himself
home to Yokosuka. It was the dead of night, as the artist tells it,
and everything was closed: “Store signs are stacked one atop
another down a shopping arcade made of corrugated metal.
The street has returned to silence. Just then, at the end of the
street, a trailer carrying the tail of a Skyhawk whooshed in front
of my eyes.” It would have been hard to miss, even intoxicated.
The trailer was large with flashing hazard lights, possibly
accompanied by a police vehicle. The entire jet measured more
than forty feet long, the tail—designed to detach for easy engine
repairs—roughly a third of that. Its height, to the top of the fin,
was fifteen feet. The giant mass was wrapped tight in military
green canvas. To the average Japanese, it might have been

41

disguised. But as someone living in Yokosuka, Haraguchi says
he knew what the covers hid just from the pyramidal shape. He
had the taxi follow the trailer for a few minutes before turning
off toward Yokosuka and home to sleep.5
Even in 1968, at the height of the Vietnam War, an American jet craft moving through Japanese streets was an extraordinary sight. The trailer was probably on its way from a small but
busy military facility on Yokohama Bay known as North Pier
(now called North Dock) to Atsugi Naval Air Facility, located
approximately nine miles to the west of where Haraguchi had
been that night in Yokohama. As host for the carrier air wing
stationed at Yokosuka, Atsugi was equipped for light repairs,
and it is probably for that purpose that the Skyhawk was being
transported in the middle of the night. Had it been during the
day, there would certainly have been public unrest, as there had
been repeatedly in the summer and fall of 1968 against American jet fuel being carried through Tokyo on national train
tracks, and in 1972 when protesters blocked the transport of
American tanks from the same North Pier to Yokosuka, again
through Yokohama. The Douglas A-4 Skyhawk, as the US
Navy’s primary light bomber during Vietnam, was an even
greater symbol of American belligerence and Japan’s supporting role in that enterprise.
At the time, Haraguchi was a third-year art student at
Nihon University. The school was notorious as one of the most
overcrowded and expensive of Japan’s “mammoth universities,”
the large non-elite institutions operating on straightforward
profit principles of more students, fewer teachers, and minimal
facilities. The art school, for example, had admitted 1,483 students in 1966 (the year Haraguchi matriculated) for an available
450 seats. The average was two or three instructors for every
700 to 800 students. Then, to make things worse, 3.5 billion yen
in university monies (roughly US$94.5 million) “disappeared”
in April 1968, at the beginning of Haraguchi’s junior year. The
main campus in Ochanomizu was essentially shut down by student protests calling for the removal of the school’s president
and transparency regarding school finances. Street fights broke
out between student demonstrators and right-wing athletes
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supported by thugs brought in by the administration. Initially
for the purpose of self-defense, barricades began to be erected
at various departments in June 1968 (fig. 16). A tax audit the following month revealed that the missing monies had been
embezzled by top administrators, used in shady real estate
deals, and paid as graft to politicians. The student movement
became more ideological as the summer wore on, shifting from
its initial focus on university reform and accountability to the
outright overthrow of the “capitalist” administration.6
Though located some six miles from the main campus, to
the northwest in the suburb of Ekoda, Nihon University Art
School was no less part of the struggle. The buildings were barricaded on June 19, 1968. Students lived, ate, and slept inside, at
least in the beginning. A strict schedule was kept of cleaning,
cooking, and keeping watch against outside intruders. “Consumerist entertainments” such as drinking and playing
pachinko or mahjong were banned both inside the barricades
and during outings beyond. Exit and entry was by rope and ladder over the walls. But as the summer wore on, the utopia began
to unravel. Buildings became dirtier, meetings more divisive
and militant. Increasing numbers of students chose to eat and
sleep at home. In June, some two hundred students had cooked
and eaten together in the art school’s cafeteria. By August, there
were only thirty.
This was the environment in which Haraguchi built
A4-E Skyhawk, begun in the late summer of 1968 and completed
about when the riot police tore down the barricades in February of the following year. By his own admission, Haraguchi’s
interest in the protests was minimal, and he did not attend the
many seminars on culture and politics organized by the students and conducted by prominent artists and writers. Nonetheless, he was there, spending most of the second half of 1968
working inside the barricades, in one of the large wooden buildings behind the main campus that had been left empty by the
stoppage of classes.
In practical terms, the work is stunningly simple: a life-
size re-creation of the jet tail that Haraguchi had seen in Yokohama. Plywood, nails, paint, sketches, and reference material all

Fig. 16. Barricades outside Nihon University, 1968

had to be transported from outside over the barricade walls.
Given its content and setting, it is natural to read Skyhawk as
protest art. After all, just as it was being built, the discourse of
the student protests was turning increasingly toward revolution, linking campus issues with the wider struggle against capitalism and imperialism, the prime expression of which was
considered to be the Vietnam War. As just the back half of the
fighter jet, the political reading of Skyhawk should be more spe-

cific: it presents not the American war machine in combat but
instead, as Haraguchi witnessed it, in circulation through Japanese streets and the everyday.
At the same time, details of Skyhawk’s production suggest
another perspective. To build the plane to scale, Haraguchi
reclaimed his modeler’s roots. He used plastic model kits and
hobbyist magazines to study the shape of parts and their dimensions. A number of such magazines in these years had features
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back to Haraguchi’s appropriated studio. As big as it was, he
had nowhere else to put it. So when the university decided to
tear down the old buildings in order to make the campus more
inviting to prospective students and less susceptible to occupation, Skyhawk was also dismantled and trashed—a meaningless
ending to an otherwise symbolically rich work of art.
Then again, its time had passed. With student militants
and their intractable left-wing politics no longer next door,
the sculpture’s comic exaggeration of the modeler’s military
aestheticism had lost one of its foils.

Fig. 17. Model Art (June 1968), interior spread showing Fujimi 1/50 A-4E
Skyhawk models

on the Skyhawk, as many model manufacturers produced kits
of the plane (figs. 17 and 18). While often described as a 1:1
re-creation, Skyhawk was in practice a gigantic wooden model
scaled up from small plastic kits to achieve life size. The reason
that it looks otherwise is due, ironically, to a further modeler’s
touch: the same eye for local detail exercised in Tsumu 147.
Small parts were meticulously crafted out of wood. Surfaces
were carefully sanded down and painted pigeon gray. Appropriate markings were painted on with masking tape and house
paint. Since the work has not survived, it is hard to know just
how close the result was to the real thing. Yet photographs suggest a fair degree of simulation, at least at a distance.
Legend has it that the sculpture was destroyed by riot
police when they dismantled Nihon University Art School barricades on February 9, 1969. It makes for a dramatic ending, but
the story turns out to be hearsay. The work was untouched by
the police, and thus ready to go for a group show the following
month at Akiyama Gallery in Tokyo (March 24–29) (fig. 19).
The only photographs of Skyhawk show it during its installation
there. After the Akiyama show, the sculpture was transported

A silkscreen print on washi paper from 1972 neatly summarizes
some of the aesthetic preoccupations of Haraguchi’s early
career. In Warholian spot color and tonal polarization, it reprocesses a photograph of two LTV A-7 Corsair II fighter jets flying
side by side over Mount Fuji. These planes, too, saw extensive
action in Vietnam, replacing the Skyhawk as the main naval
bomber in 1972, making the image a topical one. The old combination of void, pyramid, and air vessel is on display, the first two
now transposed to a giant landform, as if hinting at the artist’s
recent move into monumental and outdoor installations. Symbolically, the contrast of Fuji with the Corsairs seems straight-

Fig. 18. Model Art (June 1968), interior spread showing details of Douglas
A-4 Skyhawk
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forward: an icon of national sovereignty and pride affronted
by foreign military power. But considering that the conservative
right in Japan, for whom hoary emblems such as Fuji mean
something more than simple beauty, can count among its members the architects and strongest supporters of the military alliance with the United States, Haraguchi’s silkscreen could just
as well present happy bedfellows.
More revealing yet is a statement Haraguchi provided to
Bijutsu techo, Japan’s leading contemporary art periodical,
when the magazine published a revised version of the print on
the cover of its October 1972 issue (fig. 20). The text is dominated by diagnostic descriptions of the Corsair of the following
kind: “The jet is controlled by the IBM-developed 4Pi system,
a digital computer known as the Model TC-2 (AN/ASN-91). It
has the memory capacity of 16,384 languages and the ability to
operate over a thousand different weapons, storing information
regarding the trajectory of their flight after firing.”7 The text
goes on for many lines in this vein, describing its revolutionary
navigation and HUD systems, as well as other details culled
from the Corsair volume of the World’s Famous Aircraft (Sekai
no kessakuki) series, a popular sourcebook for modelers.
For an artist with a political frame of mind, such information might have served as the departure point for discussion
of the military industrial complex and the stupefying amounts
of money and brainpower invested in technologies for
“defense.” But this is not how Haraguchi proceeds. He seems
interested in the specifications themselves, in their cataloging
and reproduction, so typical of the modeler and his obsession
with detail. And then he closes like this:
When these planes arrive at Yankee Station in Vietnamese waters, suddenly things spring to life on the decks
of the aircraft carriers, with modern jazz flowing out
over the blue waters, and man and machine steadily
working together. The deep blue sky and the giant sea,
the men moving about expressionlessly, it strikes me as
all too natural, a real everyday scene that I take for
granted. It’s nothing but natural. And frighteningly so.

Fig. 19. Flyer for group show held at Akiyama Gallery, Tokyo, March 24–29, 1969
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Fig. 20. Haraguchi Noriyuki, Corsair, cover for Bijutsu techo (October 1972)

Haraguchi could not have known what things were truly
like in the Gulf of Tonkin. Despite what he says, it was simply
not his everyday. Still, he claims it is, describing the scene as if
perceived directly, as if Yankee Station were Yokosuka Harbor,
as if the fact that the same carriers, planes, and crews passed
through both made them identical as places. “This bit of landscape, it’s like a scene in a daydream,” he later said about a
model in a barbershop window. And he might have felt the
same about ANPO and the Vietnam War, as much wrapped in
romance for the modeler-become-artist as they were in politics.
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