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Cultural Reception as Re-semiosis: The Case of Database Fantasy in Japan

ESCANDE, Jessy

Abstract

This paper explores the re-semiosis processes involved in Japan’s reception of foreign cultural symbols, par-
ticularly in the context of the unique genre of "database fantasy" that has developed since the 1980s. Database
fantasy refers to the reuse and re-contextualization of foreign motifs—such as creatures from various mytholo-
gies—in new, distinctly Japanese fantasy worlds, where their original meanings are often significantly reimagined.
These imported symbols are absorbed into a shared semiotic "database" understood by Japanese creators and con-
sumers, without requiring knowledge of the motifs' origins, and where they undergo further transformations.
Using Umberto Eco’s theories of cultural units and encyclopedic knowledge, the paper argues that database fan-
tasy showcases a form of cultural appropriation, in its neutral sense, where symbols from various global traditions
are internalized and transformed within Japanese pop culture. The study further analyzes how these signs become
detached from their historical or mythological roots, acquiring new layers of meaning that resonate with contem-
porary audiences in Japan. The work provides a semiotic framework for understanding the transformation of
fantasy genres globally, while situating Japan’s database fantasy as a key case study in the dynamics of cross-
cultural symbol reception and transformation.
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