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Sweets x Tweety Bird (Ayane Iriyama)
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Expresses a new kind of kawaii that combines Tweety Bird with
various sweets being introduced in the media lately.
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Project 20: Character goods development
by Musashino Art University and Warner Bros. Consumer Products
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In each issue we will introduce a project representative of industry-academia collaboration

c 0 I I a borat i on S rig ht between companies, organizations, and educational institutions.
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Students who assembled for the coverage for this article.

Photos by Makoto Mizota
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Outdoor goods with a “forest” flavor for young women (Kayo Ohbata)
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Combines the natural presence of nature and outdoor oriented young
women, a way of thinking that prioritizes functionality, and Tweety Bird.
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Proposals for kitchen and cleaning goods (Yoko Ohike, Miki Kanayama and Haruna Yamashita)
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Incorporates the fun slapstick drama of Looney Tunes characters in animation.
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Whistling in the rain (Jo Euteum)
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Kawaii (Aya Ohkanda and Hitomi Tanaka) FUE—DNTINIBR-RAERBIBEEEC MTERLL o
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A proposal for rain shoes with the characters. Employing '

BORECES bright colors and powerful character poses, the shoes express

< o a narrative quality that uplifts the wearer even on a rainy day.
Warner characters are transformed to suit the Japanese
taste. The characters are depicted in collage of flowers

and flower petals in forms preferred by the Japanese.
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Looney Tunes, Tweety Bird, Tom & Jerry, Superman, Batman,
Harry Potter.... These characters depicted in productions by
Warner Bros. in Hollywood Ca. are still popular throughout
the world today. The number of characters managed by the
company today reaches 3,000. This time, Warner Bros. Con-
sumer Products (hereafter Warner), which handles devel-
opment of character goods and visual products under War-
ner Entertainment Japan that is the Japanese arm of Warner
Bros., brought an industry-academia collaboration project
to Musashino Art University to have its students “create new
concept art using these characters.” Concept art here means
designing products with new concepts using the characters.

In the field of character licensing, the trend is to drastical-
ly revise the design guidelines and explore new approaches
in order to get out of the present rut in which characters pro-
duced by each company are becoming more homogeneous.
Warner's aim, however, was to explore what the nature of
the characters should be as well as what people in general
actually want, and chose to approach these issues head on
through collaborating with students who are also one of the
actual target groups.

Receiving the request from Warner in December 2009,
the Research Promotion Center at Musashino Art University
took on the role of liaison, and the Industry-Government-Ac-
ademia Joint Research Promotion Committee examined the
project. Committee head Professor Hiromi Inokuchi explains,
“The committee clarifies the requests and objectives of the

corporation, and debates, in a cross-disciplinary manner, what
kind of approach and formation the school should take. De-
pending on the case, we might even make counter proposals
regarding specific content of the project.”

As the result, the Department of Arts Policy and Manage-
ment was chosen for the project. It's head professor Yoshiaki
Kaji says, “Our department belongs to the school’s fine arts
division, and our students learn such subjects as art history,
modern art and art management. They aim for positions that
support or manage designers and artists, rather than mak-
ing things by themselves. Japan has unique kawaii culture
and economy, and many students take up that theme for their
graduation theses, so | had always wanted to explore the char-
acter business in the context of today's society and culture.”

Students bewilderment facing a new experience

The project started in April 2010. After the students attend-
ed lectures on such subjects as character licensing by Keiko
Trouchine of Warner's Creative Services, they drew up some
concepts based on several specific themes that had been pro-
vided. In the concept stage, before they proceeded to making
concrete proposals, however, they seemed to be up a blind al-
ley. Professor Kaji reflects, “It took them a long time to figure
out whether concept art meant drawing pictures using the
characters or designing things. | wanted them, as students in
the Department of Arts Policy and Management, to tackle the
project from the viewpoint of society and culture rather than
just visual appeal.” Professor Inokuchi adds, “The point was
how to make use of the characters’ image around the world,
but since it was a new experience for the students, they just
had to discover things and methods on their own.”

As a group, Yoko Ohike, Haruna Yamashita and Miki
Kanayama, who were all second-year students at the time,
proposed kitchen and cleaning goods. They presented pro-
posals for over 30 items including a dustpan, shoeshine cloth,
and brushes using using such characters as Bugs Bunny and
the Roadrunner as motifs. It seems like a lot of items, but they
say it's normal at Warner. Professor Kaji explains, “There’s a
detailed guideline regarding the design of characters, and if
you're bound by it, the breadth of your idea will narrow. Since
we wanted our students to take a freer, more imaginative ap-
proach, | instructed them to come up with a number of pro-
posals.” Meanwhile, when the fourth year students were at a
loss as to how to deal with characters that are almost “living
beings,” Warner gave them a pep talk and told them to learn
from what the second year students were doing. With a bitter
smile, Professor Kaji says, “Their task wasn't directly related to
drawing skills, and that's rare in a product design class.”

Will it lead to opening up a new domain?

The project turned out to be a tough one as only 16 of the ini-
tial 25 groups of participants were able to submit proposals for
the final presentation. Nevertheless, both sides seems to have
made a substantial gain. The Warner side said they learned
that there are still many possibilities in how to use the charac
ters. They were also impressed by the students’ diligent attitude,
which motivated the staff. Some of the proposals are now be-
ing studied for commercialization, and they will also be used
at the front line of their business as management tools for the
clients. In expectation of further development from the proj-
ect, Professor Inokuchi says, “The project this time involved a
new approach where art and design overlapped. It will serve
as good experimental data for examining how to expand the
design domain in the future.” (Text by Reiko Imamura) t
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