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Through his photography and from personal experience, Mark 
Leonard Watts explores the place of the foreigner in Japanese 
culture. Watts has lived in Japan, speaks Japanese, and recently 
married his Japanese wife in a traditional Japanese wedding 
ceremony, but his apparent integration into Japanese culture 
is unsettled by his photographic self-portraits. These convey 
succinctly, and with sensitivity, the ambivalence he continues to 
experience as a Western man in Japan.

Watts began his visual exploration of this complex personal 
predicament through ‘cosplay’, a type of performance art in 
which participants dress up in Japanese costumes, often drawn 
from popular culture such as anime and manga. For his ‘Cosplay’ 
(2008) series Watts photographed himself dressed as a salary-
man, ramen chef, Japanese schoolgirl, and in a woman’s formal 
kimono, to demonstrate visually the awkwardness of the foreigner 
in Japan.

But when the resulting images were too easily dismissed as 
‘drag’ and failed to achieve the kawai (cute) look that Watts 
felt was equally as important to his project, he began instead 
to superimpose his face onto diminutive Japanese dolls. The 
resulting series, ‘The imagined life of an otaku collector, or to 
be a cosplay star’ (2008), and ‘Hero of Nippon’ (2009), achieve 
the kawai look Watts desired, and simultaneously unsettle it. The 
dolls are kawai but Watts is not. But there can be no denying his 
gamine beauty in these images: his porcelain skin, sculpted face 
and moulded goatee. While he unsettles our view, he does so 
with subtlety and finesse. 

When we look closer we discern references to the actual size 
of the dolls Watts uses. Their molding seams become visible 
and their detailing seems a little clumsy. Of all the dolls Watts 
has co-opted for his artwork none is more than 80mm high and 
though some seem implausibly pneumatic they are in fact based 
on 14-year-old girls. Watts toys with this by reproducing the dolls 
in interior settings, posing them on mantle-pieces and shelves, 
allowing us to inspect them as though through his magnifying 
lens: an invitation into voyeurism. 

All but one of Watts’ self-portraits evade the viewer, casting 
their eyes beyond us to their imagined lives. They are inscrutable, 
deliberately ignoring their audience, engaged in an alternate 
reality. Watts makes eye contact only in ‘Kowareta’ (2009), a 
dismantled cheerleader, in a work recently selected as a finalist 
in the Wallace Art Awards. Though pathos is evident more 
generally in Watts’ work, in ‘Kowareta’ it is more tightly focused, 
suggestive of the Japanese artistic concept mono no aware. 
Invented by Motoori Norinaga, an eighteenth-century literary 
and linguistic scholar, mono no aware describes the unmediated 
and sympathetic understanding of beauty as unsatisfactoriness, 
impersonality, and impermanence, best exemplified by Japan’s 
adoration of the fleeting cherry blossom.

Perhaps the cheerleader is able to meet our eyes precisely 
because she is kowareta (broken): unique amongst Watts’ self-
portraits, ‘Kowareta’ embodies impermanence and imperfection, 
and appears to have lost sight of her imagined world and 
personality. Despite denying eye contact each of Watts’ self-
portraits communicates a complex expression, albeit through 
Watts’ own face. For each shot Watts placed himself entirely into 
the character of the doll, posing his body and attempting to take 
on its thoughts. The dolls appear immersed in their own world, 
granting Watts permission “to live vicariously through the heroes’ 
image”. The resulting self-portraits are freakishly successful, and 
his technical mastery is evident in the seamless juxtaposition of 
his own features onto the dolls’ bodies with such delightful visual 
trickery.  

Ultimately these are less, perhaps, than images representing his 
own feelings of ambivalence in what is arguably his second home, 
interrogating issues relating to the Western gaze, and cultural 
and gender stereo-typing. Watts’ works may be kawai but they 
are also complex and compelling, demonstrating the conceptual 
subtlety of an artist who does not underestimate his audience 
and does not overestimate himself.

 -Billie J. Lythberg
M a r k  L e o n a r d  W a t t s
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J o d i  K e e t
Accumulative identity: An exploration of self, family and cultural identity through the 
use of the photographic medium

As a pakeha New Zealander I find very little connection to my 
European heritage. Instead I find the factors that contribute to 
my identity are those that have built up over a smaller period of 
time. Relationships such as marriage, parents and children as well 
as the influence of the Maori culture play a much larger role in 
how I identify myself.

Michael King discusses the ongoing question of identity and 
belonging to place/land in a country such as New Zealand in 
his book Being Pakeha Now (1999). ‘In the beginning we were 
all immigrants to these islands, our ancestors boat people who 
arrived by waka, ship or aeroplane... Maori feel affinity for the 
people of Samoa, but not kinship; Pakeha people recognise 
shared points of contact with the British but do not mistake 
that recognition for homecoming. . . For both peoples. . . home 
is Aotearoa New Zealand. . . The fact that one group has been 
here longer than others does not make its members more New 
Zealand than later arrivals.’ 

So how does identity shift over time, and what role do relationships 
play in this shift? This work explores, through the use of digital 
photography,  notions of how identity may accumulate over time 
through the close relationships that often occur within a family 
and within cultures in close proximity.

For this series I reference Kaja Silverman’s writing on the bodily 
ego, the mirror stage and the self-same body, from The Threshold 
of the Visible World (1996). ‘Our experience of “self” is always 
circumscribed by and derived from the body...



Maori & Pakeha 2009

the ego comes into existence at the moment when [an] infant 
subject first apprehends the image of its body within a reflective 
surface, and is itself a mental refraction of that image.’

Expanding on this idea, is the notion that this self is not rigid, 
but can mutate, change, perhaps even accumulate. As Liz Wells 
notes in Photography: A Critical Introduction (2004), ‘Post-
structuralist thinking opposes the notion that a person is born 
with a fixed identity . . . . It suggests instead that identities are 
floating, that meaning is not fixed and universally true at all times 
for all people.

This notion of an accumulative identity draws upon the idea of a 
floating identity and is explored through the use of superimposed 
portraits to suggest a growing/changing/fluid identity. This series, 
made over a period of two years during my MFA study became 
essentially, a family portrait, using a photograph of myself, and 
superimposing it with my husband, infant son, mother, father, 
grandmother, sister and brothers. I also began to explore cultural 
relations and as a part of that work I created an image, Maori and 
Pakeha by superimposing my self portrait with an historic image 
of a Maori woman*. The creation of a virtual new third person 
(or offspring) from superimposing portraits not only question 
concepts of identity but also echo the human transformation 
from birth to old age— the cycle of life and mortality.

-Jodi Keet

* Permission gained from Alexander Turnball Library, Wellington, for use of 
historic image of Maori woman.
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J e n n i f e r  M a s o n
A traditional understanding of documentary photography purports 
photography to be a democratic process from which truth and 
realism can be ascertained. Jennifer Mason blurs the boundaries 
between fact and fiction by engaging with photography as identity 
that can intersect the boundaries of reality. Roland Barthes argued 
that photography was a kind of index of “that which has been”. 
Mason’s images are highly composed and produced, suggesting a 
deeply subjective understanding of “what has probably been” or 
“what will probably be”.

Squarely confronting the role of the photographer, Mason 
gracefully intrudes on a world which is scarcely seen. Aware of 
Mason and her photograph her subjects drop their public façade 
and commence a voyeuristic journey through the inner workings 
of conservative suburban lives; deadpan expressions, alienation 
and depression. The photographer is aware of their emotional 
landscape and they are not. Or perhaps they have engaged so 
faithfully and trustfully in the identity of the photographer that 
they no longer feel driven to appear as something they are clearly 
not.

Not only does the cinematic quality of her work question the role 
of documentary factuality, but it directly addresses the people in 
question. It is an aesthetic which amplifies the lives of the very 
ordinary. It attributes her subjects with meaning and reason to 
investigate. Where normally, the subjects would be dismissed as 
uninteresting or lifeless, the ominous lighting in which she depicts 
them, opens up and encourages realisation of an array of subtle 
complexities in character. 

Interiors (2008): a voyeuristic journey through the inner workings of conservative 
surburban lives

Rosary 2008



Levitation 2008

Mason is concerned with the psychological. Her movement towards digital manipulation is a further step towards penetrating 
the psyche of the particular human she investigates. Rather than working within the confines of a domestic interior, Mason 
has turned her attention towards the limitless capacity of the mind.

-Jerome Webby



The Joy of Sex 2008




