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spring 2024, 1 visited the Museum of Contemporary Art in
Tokyo to see Saeborg’s exhibition I Was Made For Loving You and imme-
diately entered a cartoon world: The front showed a colorful American-
style barn complete with a brick water tower, the lawn lined with trees
and giant dog turds with flies, all made from inflatable plastic. Walking
through the open barn doors in bewilderment, I passed through a pink
living room interior and arrived in an open space, a forest clearing sur-
rounded by trees printed on the walls. In the center on a round stage, a
gray rubber dog was sitting still, its tongue hanging limply from its
mouth and tears streaming from its big eyes (fig. 1). When I got closer, I

(1) Saeborg, Saedog, 2024,
photographed by Takahashi
Keniji. (© Saeborg)
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realized that the inflatable doll had air vents and valves and presented,
in fact, a human wearing a dog costume. The creature started moving
doglike, slowly and clumsily interacting with the visitors. It rubbed its
nose against my hand and gave the woman next to me a high five, all
while the performer inside the latex suit was barely perceivable. Watch-
ing the human-animal hybrid, I suddenly found myselfin a zoo setting
with the creature on a round pedestal exposed to the audience’s gaze
from all sides (fig. 2). This pet rubber dog was made for loving me, sitting
in a cheerful cartoon world and responding to the visitors. But it was not
happily doing so. Instead, the creature moved slowly, unnaturally, and
with tearful eyes. At the same time, this animal was also a human, and
its helpless movements reminded me that it must be hot inside the body-
suit, difficult to breathe and move. I felt a surge of empathy for the per-
former’s situation, which became indistinguishable from pity for the

(2) Performance view at Saeborg: | Was Made For Loving You, Tokyo Contempo-
rary Art Award 2022-2024 Exhibition, Museum of Contemporary Art Tokyo, 2024,
photographed by Takahashi Kenji. (© courtesy of Tokyo Arts and Space)
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gray dog. Now, the art installation’s cartoonish designs and bright colors
were oppressive, intensifying the sadness radiating from the creature.
My uneasiness grew into physical discomfort, and I left the exhibition.
Sitting on a bench in a quiet corner of the art museum, I thought about
my unsettling encounter with Saeborg’s rubber creature. What had hap-
pened?

Born in 1981, Saeborg is a contemporary performance artist
based in Tokyo. In 2010, while studying painting at the Joshibi University
of Art and Design in Tokyo, Saeborg debuted with her latex bodysuit cre-
ations at Department H, a monthly subculture fetish event held in Tokyo.!
This later served as the basis for her artistic practice, in which she cre-
ated human-sized costumes of farm animals and pets displayed in per-
formative installations. While I Was Made For Loving You stages a domes-
tic scene with a pet dog, her most frequent ensemble, Slaughterhouse,
focuses on farm life and livestock. In this setting, she presents a bucolic
scene with pastures and trees and a smiling sun in the blue sky, in which
there are several of Saeborg’s latex creatures such as pigs, a sheep, a
chicken, and a cow, along with a female farmer with blond braids (fig. 3).
During the activation of the installation, Saeborg’s performers wear the
bodysuits and carry out various activities—the pig suckles piglets, the
chicken lays eggs, or the farmwife milks the cow. In the second part of

(3) Performance view at Saeborg Land, Dark Mofo 2019, Museum of Old and New
Art, Hobart, Tasmania, Australia, 2019. (© Dark Mofo 2019)
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the performance, this peaceful farm life is disrupted when the farmer
approaches the pigs with a big knife, cuts their throats, and starts gut-
ting them. Saeborg designed the pigsuits so that parts around the waist
can be taken off or the suits can be opened and disemboweled. During
the slaughter scene, the other animals are visibly upset: they cover their
eyes and throw up their forelegs in despair. In most iterations of the per-
formance, this scene is followed by a strip dance of the female farmer
with the animals joining in, and oftentimes the performance then slowly
progresses into a dance party including the audience as well.

Over the past decade, Saeborg has shown her performative instal-
lations at many art festivals internationally, and in 2022 she received the
prestigious Tokyo Contemporary Art Award.? While written reviews of
her works are as of yet scarce, exhibition statements mostly emphasize
the participatory nature of her installations and discuss her works in
terms of raising awareness for animal rights by displaying violent aspects
of farm life.> However, because Saeborg’s creations blur the distinction
between human and animal, her performances do not simply raise ques-
tions of animal rights but also touch upon the violence of biopolitics.

Saeborg’s artist name is constructed from her first name “Saeko”
and “cyborg,” and she accordingly describes Saeborg as an imperfect
being, half human and half toy.* With her artistic origins in fetish par-
ties, the artist further explains that her latex suits represent a form of
body modification intended to liberate her from visual categories, such
as body shape, gender, and humanity.® Certainly, her full bodysuits con-
ceal many visual markers of the wearer, but the wearer does not become
an animal. The bodysuit is still occupied by a human and thus human
sized. Many of her creations, such as the cow, the sheep, and some of the
pig designs, stand upright on their hindlegs, a decidedly human posture,
while their faces are humanized with eyes typical of cartoon characters.
During the performances, moreover, the creatures behave in a human
way. Saeborg’s creatures can thus be described as human-animal hybrids.

More importantly, in the same way that her bodysuits do not
completely liberate their wearer from humanity, they do not transcend
gender. Taking a closer look at Saeborg'’s creations reveals that most of
her creatures are clearly legible as biologically female, for example
through the number and size of tits on the pigsuits. These clear sexual
markers belonging to Saeborg’s human-animal hybrids also make visi-
ble the gender-based nature of livestock farming. In her farm life scenes,
the females not only give birth and suckle, but they are also milked and
shorn, as well as butchered and disemboweled. Saeborg’s violent repre-
sentations thus call attention to the exploitation and violence of the
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animal industry. In addition, since we perceive Saeborg’s creatures as
human-like, the factor of biopolitics is undeniable in her installations.®
Her works show scenes in a capitalist system in which female bodies are
exploited for material gain and sexual reproduction is managed and
controlled—nightmarish procedures in a colorful, bouncy rubber world.

However, Saeborg’'s performances are neither dystopian nor
accusatory. Instead, her designs and installations contain many playful
and humorous elements, such as parodic exaggeration. Indeed, the art-
ist explains that she began creating the bodysuits because she wanted to
ridicule gender roles.” Starting with the overall pop aesthetic, her instal-
lations often include a milk bar serving “frozen sperm”; there are giant
dog turds; and when milking the cow, the creature shakes as if being
shocked by an electric current. The method of parodic exaggeration or
ridicule is particularly apparent in the strip show of the female farmer;
at one point the farmer even pulls a bloody handkerchief from her vagina.
Moreover, the design of her character is clearly based on sex dolls,
whereas the pigsuit Saepork 1 has removable parts around the ribs so
that the upright standing pig flaunts a waistline with a sexy vibe (fig. 4).
Similarly, the dramaturgy of the performance takes cues from staged
shows and is not limited to the exposure of female bodies. In the egg-
laying scene with the chicken, for instance, the performer in Saechicken
teases the audience by almost pushing out the egg, then drawing it back
into her body; and when the egg is finally laid, the farmer presents it to
the audience with a triumphant gesture. This manner of presentation is
reminiscent of a show act at an underground event, be it a fetish party or
a drag show. Significantly, the creatures’ bodies are not passively ex-
posed to the audience’s gaze; rather, they present themselves in a perfor-
mative and self-determined fashion. Saeborg’s dramaturgy thus makes
self-empowerment an essential component in her works.

In addition, her performative installations convey a sincere com-
mitment to the ethics of care, a dimension she also underscores as an
artist.® She explains that the wearer of the bodysuit depends on the help
of others to put on the costume and to move around (because it limits
the wearer’s vision). At the same time, her performances stage care-
giving scenes in a farm-life setting. The aspect of care has become even
more present in her recent installations, which focus on the theme of
pets, as in House of L shown at the Aichi Triennale in 2019. During the
activation of her installation, Saeborg asked the audience to look after
the creatures—by bottle feeding the piglets, for example—while the crea-
tures themselves behaved like companion animals catering to the audi-
ence. Similar to previous iterations of her works, the choreographed
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section of House of L progressed into a dance party with a warm and
friendly atmosphere’ So even though Saeborg’s performances stage
scenes of violence and exploitation, they also contain many affirmative
elements such as self-determined bodies, humor, and mutual care. Look-
ing at photographs from Saeborg’s events, it becomes clear that the artist
is able to build a warm-hearted atmosphere in which interaction between
her creatures and the audience is based on respect and mutual care.

Returning to my personal experience of Saeborg’s dogsuit perfor-
mance in I Was Made For Loving You, I argue that the caring atmosphere
of her previous installations has disappeared. In this setting, the pet
creature Saedog is weak and incomplete, sitting on a platform with tear-
ful eyes. It should be the one to be cared for, but instead, Saedog responds
to the audience, comforting and cheering up visitors. What I experi-
enced was oppressive sadness radiating from the creature. In general,
Saeborg’s performative installations rely on the audience’s empathy
with her creatures, which is enhanced even more by their human-like
design and behavior. Moreover, her performances confront viewers with
the gap between the humanity perceived in the creatures and their fate
as common livestock or pets.

In the case of my encounter with Saedog, part of my discomfort
stemmed precisely from the gap in perception that was caused by the
creature’s hybridity. Because I perceived the creature as something
human-like, I attributed human emotions and categories to Saedog. But
with the creature oscillating between human and animal, activities
commonly expected from pets—such as providing comfort—gained the
quality of labor and exploitation, while the elevated stage became a form
of inhuman captivity and exposure. And because we, as viewers, per-
ceive these creatures as human-like, we become uncomfortably aware
ofthe discrepancy in the treatment of humans and animals. Even though
the artist herself maintains that she has no activist intentions, [ argue
that her performative installations call forth the critical reflection about
attitudes towards animals within human society.'? So even if it is not the
expressed goal of the artist, she raises awareness for animal rights and
protection. Lastly, Saeborg’s cartoonish design in bright colors makes
her seemingly fun settings accessible to a wide array of people. In contrast
to activist art that is often perceived as serious or moralist, Saeborg’s
playful approach can reach a broader audience, particularly in a culture
such as Japan, where outright political art is frowned upon by the gen-
eral public.
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(4) Saeborg, Pig (Saepork 1), photographed by Zigen. (© Saeborg)
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Department H is still organized by Gogh Imaizumi at the Tokyo Kinema Club
in Uguisudani, Tokyo, and features performances based on fetish themes
such as leather, rubber, S&M, drag, or goth. See “Gogh Imaizumi,” interview
by Lisa Tanimura, 2024, https://cult-mag.com/pages/department-h. Accessed
September 26, 2025.

Saeborg’s recent participations in group exhibitions and art festivals include:
Engawa A Season of Contemporary Art from Japan at Centro de Arte

Moderna Gulbenkian, Lisbon, Portugal in 2024; Theater der Welt 2023 in
Frankfurt and Offenbach, Germany; Ultra Unreal at Museum of Contempo-
rary Art Australia, Sydney in 2022; The Aichi Triennale 2019 in Nagoya, Japan;
and Dark Mofo at Museum of Old and New Art, Hobart, Tasmania, Australia
in 2019. For her full CV, see https://saeborg.com/biography.html#naven.
Accessed September 3, 2025.

In context of the Dark Mofo festival in Tasmania in 2019, Saeborg was even
compared to the transgressive works by Hermann Nitsch. See Saeborg,
“Interview with Saeborg,” interview by Chie Sumiyoshi, 2022, https://
tokyocontemporaryartaward.jp/en/winners/2022-2024/winner02_interview.
html. Accessed August 14, 2025.

Saeborg names all her creations, with many of the names consisting of the
prefix Sae- combined with an animal or its meat; examples include Saesheep,
Saebeef, Saepork, and Saedog.

Saeborg, “Saeborg: Looking at Humans from Inside a Latex Body,” interview
by Rieko Suzuki, trans. Claire Tanaka, 2024, https://performingarts.jpf.go.jp/
en/article/82060/. Accessed September 3, 2025.

For an excellent analysis of Saeborg’s works from the vantage point of
Marxist feminism and biopolitics (in Japanese), see Nagao Yuki, “Bersani’s
Violent Care/ Saeborg’s Sliding Bodies,” Gender & Sexuality 18 (March 2023):
51-76.

Saeborg, “Saeborg: Looking at Humans from Inside a Latex Body” (see note 5).
Saeborg, “Interview with Saeborg” (see note 3).

As maintained by the artist; see Saeborg, “Saeborg: Looking at Humans from
Inside a Latex Body” (see note 5).

Saeborg, “Interview with Saeborg” (see note 3).
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