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Evolution Through Attire

Everyday, we make assumptions about a person’s character from their physical appearance. Whether a person wears a suit or T-shirt with a slogan, we take in what we see and apply it to their personalities. This is the same in comic books, which is why it has become almost a tradition in America, in comics and cartoons alike, to have the protagonist always wear similar clothing, or even the same outfit, in each issue or episode—Elmer Fudd always wore the same hunting gear, for example, and John Constantine always dons the same trench coat. These outfit become uniforms, much in the same sense that Japanese manga places such an emphasis on uniforms as a part of a character’s persona. In Kabuki: Metamorphosis, David Mack draws on both Japanese and American elements, and then pushes beyond the conventions that his readers have become familiar with. Knowing that we are accustomed to character ‘uniforms’, he makes careful choices when to show characters in an unchanging costume and when to make their clothing change and evolve—much in the same way that the characters do. The most obvious examples of his clothing choices are seen in Akemi and in the varied, but unchanging Noh Uniforms. From underwear to outwear, the wardrobes of these characters were designed to expand our knowledge of their personalities in innovative and sometimes subtle ways.

The Noh Uniforms

Each of the eight [counting Kabuki] Noh agents within Metamorphosis have unchanging and at times elaborate costumes. Nationalist media symbols often thought to be nothing more than computer animated new casters, each of the Noh agents display some reference to a version of the Japanese flag, most often the newer, less imperialistic version. The Noh agents are objects of lust and danger, and their outfits reflect this.

The most notable examples of nationalism amongst the Noh uniforms are the uniforms of Siamese and Kabuki. Mack designed the costumes similarly, in the style of more traditional super heroine one-piece suits, complete with utility belts and long boots. While extremely sexy, these uniforms, more so than the other Noh uniforms, appear to be designed more for function than the others have. This is unsurprising, considering that both Kabuki and Siamese are considered the best at what they do—Kabuki, in Circle of Blood is described as the best of the Noh agents, and Siamese are the most vicious of the Noh.

For both Siamese and Kabuki, the flag is at the center of their uniforms. Siamese, representative of a modern and more mechanical world, display the new Japanese flag. They are very exact, technical in their work, with little thought to the connections that they may have once shared with their former Noh teammate. Kabuki's uniform, on the other hand, is covered—as her mother was in old dances—in the traditional flag. This is a symbol that is both romanticized and shunned. Post-WWII, an effort was made to move away from all association with the past regime. The old flag was representative of that empire. At the same time, the flag also represents classical Japan. The old flag represents the old nobility, the beauty of the Kabuki and Noh performances, and the culture of honor that the Japanese hold in high regard. In this way, Kabuki wears her mother’s conflicted past. When Ryuichi was a boy, he attacked Tsukiko because he felt that she “didn’t deserve to wear the flag” [Chapter 1]. A symbol of Japanese strength and imperialism, when worn by Tsukiko and Kabuki, they come with additional meanings—as a Noh agent, Kabuki literally wears symbols of her mother’s suffering.

The other Noh agents do not wear uniforms that are as obviously functional and meaningful as Siamese and Kabuki do. Their uniforms are highly sexualized—Snapdragon is often shirtless or in a fishnet shirt while Scarab wears clothing reminiscent of stereotypical dominatrix wear. Three of the eight—Scarab, Tigerlily, and Snapdragon—don collars around their necks.

Their power, however, is seen in more than just their confidence and their sex appeal. Scarab wears heavy boots and spikes covering her arms, which keeps people from moving in too close to her. Snapdragon is the only other Noh agent outside of Kabuki who dons the imperial Japanese flag, but she wears it as a retro patch on her leather jacket instead of as the center of her costume. Her costume is reminiscent of punk subculture, the rebellious attitude of groups like The Sex Pistols. Even without their weapons in hand, the uniforms of Scarab and Snapdragon serve as a warning of danger.

Tigerlily’s shirt, whose design is similar to that of Superman’s logo, bears the kanji for “Power” [Chapter 7]. Her shirt, therefore, is a traditional Japanese equivalent to Akemi’s t-shirts, which are often filled with slogans of some sort. This is unsurprising, when the reader considers that the current Tigerlily took over from Akemi, and, as Kageko does, took Akemi’s old uniform. 

Akemi’s Slogans

The reader first sees the origami folding Akemi after she attacks a guard, but it is her T-shirt that is designed to give us some of the most interesting insight about her. Like Akemi, her t-shirts, of which she wears two before her final wardrobe change, change to fit her surroundings and, at times, the unspoken conversations that are necessary for Mack to convey. Akemi’s first t-shirt reads differently six times, with the initial shot of it reading “Grrl” [Chapter 2]. Grrl is a reference to Riot Grrls “an indie-punk feminist movement that…can also refer to individual self-proclaimed riot grrls who foster an aggressively independent Do-It-Yourself subculture” [http://en.wikipedia.org/ wiki/Riot_grrl]. Riot Grrl culture is also associated with a very strong lesbian movement, as well as having close ties to the queer music movement, a movement which celebrated a strong sense of gender ambiguity—a theme which pops up in regards to Akemi repeatedly. The reader is made aware of the degree of Akemi’s independence by have her hover over a male guard wearing a shirt which delivers a feminist—and surprisingly American—subculture t-shirt. If we are to assume, since this is the first image presented on her shirt, that this is what the shirt actually reads, it comes as no surprise later when she has such an antagonistic relation to the guards—the undertone of the “hermaphrodite friend” insult which is hurled at Akemi multiple times is that she’s been trouble again and again for them.

Akemi’s strength is a mixture of both of queer and Riot Grrl ideals, a combination of feminism and queer ambiguity. Her shirt transforms to read “Little Miss Thang” for one panel [Chapter 2], a playful implication of a woman with confidence and a bit of an attitude, and then reads “Growl” a few panels later. While “Growl” is a play on the way that “Grrl” would be pronounced, it has a deeper meaning than that for the character Akemi. It is an animal reference, appropriate to the woman who at one time donned the mantel of Tigerlily in the Noh Agency. It is also completely gender neutral, unlike any of the other writing that shows up on Akemi’s first t-shirt. When “Friend” is emblazoned across the front of her shirt [Chapter 2], the “I” is dotted with a heart, and hearts appear again in the design when it reverts back to reading Grrl. Akemi is at once representative of femininity [note that for yet another panel, her t-shirt reads “Girl”, spelled normally], and of this powerful gender neutrality. The hearts that appear when the t-shirt reads “Grrl” again distract the reader from the fact that, in small letters, “I know you” is written across the top of the letters [a direct reference to the Control Corps T-shirt which she wears next], in a way which is similar to how “Invisible” and “I Am Yours” are written the second time that her shirt reads “Friend” [Chapter 2].

Like much of Metamorphosis, Akemi is full of hidden and multi-layered messages. She is at once a seemingly omniscient [“I Know You”] and belonging to Kabuki [“I Am Yours”, in reference to being Kabuki’s “Invisible Friend”]. It is humorous, then, when Akemi changes t-shirts for the first time and it is a shirt which has the Control Corps logo written across the front: “You Don’t Know Me” [Chapter 3]. This, in combination with the hidden message in her shirt earlier “I Know You”, is her state of being for the whole of Metamorphosis. She always seems to know slightly more than everyone else around her does, whereas the truth about Akemi—her motives, her past, her plans—are revealed to neither Kabuki nor the reader during the course of story. She is in control, whereas the Control Corp is losing it, so it is only fitting that she acquires their slogan along the way. Unlike the Grrl t-shirt, Akemi’s Control Corps t-shirt does not constantly change. For most of the time that she wears it, that is the state, the message, which she sends to the rest of the world. Although all the patients know her, are friendly with her, even though the guards have such strong emotions of hate towards her, none of them know her as well as she knows them. This is why, when her shirt changes for the final time, before her ‘death’, it stands out. As she attacks a guard, she throws her final statement into their faces: “You Don’t Scare Me”. It is akin to a defiant battle cry, in the same way that Grrl was a defiant statement as she stood over the male guard. She was unafraid of her ‘death’, and of her final metamorphosis.

Akemi’s ‘Noh’ Uniform

When Akemi returns in chapter seven, the reader sees a very different view of the character. For the first few chapters, Mack presents her in almost all white, wearing low and comfortable sneakers. Her t-shirt is cropped, but compared to the outfits of many characters—fishnet shirts, leather, partial-nudity—it was far from sexual. The pop-culture reminiscent slogans that her t-shirts said [“Lil Miss Thang” and “Grrl” for example] made her seem younger, in spite of her strength and knowledge. Akemi did personify the childhood invisible friend; she was both a comfort to Kabuki and also a mischievous, playful character.

The Akemi shown in later chapters is one suited to battle not the Control Corp guards, but rather the skilled and dangerous Noh agents. She plans to infiltrate the Noh and her clothing reflects that. Her outfit no longer transforms to fit the moment, but it instead functions much in the same way that the Noh uniforms do. It is an expression of danger and sexuality [in chapter seven, a close up on Akemi focuses on the fact that her leather shirt and pants are both partially undone]. The undercurrent of playfulness that was associated with Akemi in the earlier chapters disappears almost entirely. While she does not wear the Japanese flag or a mask, she has switched to wearing black, which the Noh wear almost exclusively during the course of Metamorphosis. She even wears black nail polish on both her fingers and toes. While Akemi can easily fight in her drawstring pants and t-shirt from earlier on—perhaps she can even fight more easily—she is now, visibly, and obvious threat, because her wardrobe now blends in with that of the Noh, who are acknowledged to be the most dangerous characters within the storyline.

Akemi spends much of the story folding or holding origami animals, and she once was Tigerlily. It is unsurprising then, that she wears cat-print heels, because she her stealth and grace has echoed that of a cat’s since her first appearance. Throughout the tale, Akemi transforms and grows, from a Riot “Grrl” to Kabuki’s “invisible friend” to the animalistic “Growl” to her battle cry of “You Don’t Scare Me” while fighting. Her final metamorphosis is to something beyond both the Noh agents and what she was at the beginning of the tale. She is no longer an impish gender ambiguous character.  At the same time, Akemi is not quite Noh, because she does not wear a mask or show any signs of the Japanese nationalism that is evident in the other costumes.

Conclusion
David Mack uses a combination of American pop-culture and Japanese traditionalism to tell his readers more than they can get from just the dialogue. He plays with the ideas of the traditional super heroine costume and complicates it by mixing in hints of Japanese history. Mack contrasts the highly sexualized uniforms of the Noh Agents with the ever-changing slogan t-shirts that Akemi wears. Akemi’s evolution as a character is traced through her clothing in a way that is uncommon in graphic novels, in that her clothes literally change from panel to panel. Whether their costumes represent their pasts, as Kabuki’s do, or whether it represents their future, as when Akemi plans to infiltrate the Noh, each character is given depth in a way which most comic book writers and artists never think to give them.

[image: image1.jpg]



[image: image2.jpg]Tsukiko, Ukiko, and Siamese




[image: image3.jpg]



[image: image4.jpg]



Mack, David. Kabuki: Metamorphosis. California: Image Comics, 2000.

PAGE  

